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Chapter 1 
“IT’S WHAT WE DO FOR FAMILY”1: RESEARCH FOCUS 
Overview of the Study 
As a Black person in the United States, a settler colonial nation-state, I come from a line 
of people whose racial status designated them what Frank Wilderson and Saidiya Hartman call 
“a negation” and to a position of perpetual fungibility within the dominant Western ontology.  I, 
then, exist as negation and commodity in this land.  My ignorance about my ancestral origins is 
due to more than oversight or forgetfulness on my elders’ part; it is the result of an intentional, 
centuries-long process to make a human into a machine, a commodity.  By attempting to 
decimate the linguistic, familial, and land connections of the African, enslavers transformed 
him/her/them into a Black – a condition for which there is no reversal, only resistance. 
While perhaps taking many forms, this resistance will be decolonizing in nature.  
Decolonization, rather than being an innocuous rhetorical subject or a synonym for social justice 
initiatives, prioritizes 1) the deconstruction of present forms of enslavement/slaveability and 2) 
Indigenous sovereignty and the end of settler colonialism.  While these goals undoubtedly 
require eventual (revolutionary) action, decolonization must begin with new understandings of 
self in relation to the colonized land on which we exist and of self in relation to our kin. These 
new understandings are a necessary first step in decolonizing practice, as land and kinship have 
been primary sites of White domination over Indigenous and Black life since the beginnings of 
the Western colonial era.  Rather than a solipsistic exercise, then, the Black researcher’s study of 
                                                          
1 Daniel Heath Justice, “‘Go Away, Water!’: Kinship Criticism and the Decolonization Imperative,” in 
Reasoning Together: The Native Critics Collective, ed. Craig S. Womack, Daniel Heath Justice and Christopher B. 
Teuton, (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 2008): 167. 
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self and kin adds to the body of knowledge 1) that troubles a Western ontology that requires 
Black enslavement and Indigenous erasure, and 2) whose goal is decolonization. 
To these ends, this study investigated the educational life history of my grandmother, 
Samenia Limes (1912-2000).  While this life history featured discussions of Georgetown, South 
Carolina and Harlem, New York – the areas in which Limes spent the better part of her life – the 
main focus of the historical study was on the ways Limes was educated and sought to educate 
her children within the context of the Western settler colonial ontology.  To contribute to 
decolonial discussions already taking place both in and outside of the academy, this study 
followed the lead of Black and Indigenous traditions that self-consciously discuss and 
incorporate kinship/community networks and storytelling as a means of survival and resistance.  
While the primary method of data collection was oral history interviews with nine of Limes’ 
children, the results combined the interviews’ content along with applicable fictional elements 
into a four-part novella.  For those whose understanding of writing requires a differentiation 
between the real and the imaginary: the resulting novella should be categorized as historical 
fiction, as interview transcripts and other historical documents cannot always access hidden 
things – thought, intent, the true nature of relationships. These things matter, as they indicate a 
relationality that non-Western traditions have long understood connect us all.  
And for those whose understanding of writing needs no such differentiation: if “all we are 
is stories,” then this story showed me a little more about where I am from, and thus, who I am.  
Such a story also resists the colonial legacy that Blacks in this country have experienced.  
Perhaps, through it and more stories like it, Blacks can come to terms with the legacy of 
separation that we try to cover up with moves to an indigeneity that we can never truly have, and 
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with a Western education that reminds us in many ways that we can only be a problem, never a 
solution. 
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 Significance of the Study 
 
The Euroversity 
As most of the rest of Medieval Europe was mired in illiteracy and feudalism, European 
clergy recopied texts by hand, and translated and stored books.  As the printing press was 
invented and literacy became more widespread, the monasteries still remained warehouses of 
available knowledge, but a new class of intellectuals, not as intimately tied to the Church, began 
to grow.  In Europe, the university – or, as Aman Sium and Eric Ritskes call it, the Euroversity2 
– soon began to emerge around well-read men who tried to infuse the concept of reason into the 
religion-based dominant thought.  While not necessarily negating the existence of God, man 
assumed a place in the European narrative of the learned that he had not previously occupied.3   
At the same time, outside the halls of learning, Europe was embarking on another 
adventure: imperialism, of which colonialism was a part.4  As European nations began to 
                                                          
2 Aman Sium and Eric Ritskes, “Speaking Truth to Power: Indigenous Storytelling as an Act of Living 
Resistance,” Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education and Society 2, no. 1 (2013): i.  
While this discussion focuses on the European university, the concept of the university itself is neither a 
modern concept, nor an exclusively European one.  For more discussion of universities before the European 
Enlightenment period, see Cheikh Anta Diop, Civilization or Barbarism: An Authentic Anthropology, ed. Harold J. 
Salemson and Marjolijn de Jager, trans. Yaa-Lengi Memma Ngemi (New York: Lawrence Hill, 1981/1991). 
 
3 For a more extensive discussion of this development, see Sylvia Wynter, "Unsettling the Coloniality of 
Being/Power/Truth/Freedom: Towards the Human, after Man, Its Overrepresentation – An Argument," The New 
Centennial Review 3 (2003). 
4 I adhere to Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s and others’ assertions that we still find ourselves in the colonial/imperial 
era.  While settler colonialism in the United States and its effects will be discussed in detail, other types of 
colonialism and imperialism also continue to exist around the world.  Describing colonialism in Africa as “total,” in 
that it has “economic, political, military, cultural and psychological consequences,” wa Thiong’o further defines 
imperialism as the “rule of consolidated finance capital” that has dominated African since the 1884 Berlin 
Conference.  He notes that the imperialism of Africa continues today through the establishment of entities like the 
International Monetary Fund, which allows western financiers and transnational companies to “continue stealing” 
from Asia, Polynesia, Africa and Latin America, regions that have historically been victimized by European state 
imperial practice.  See wa Thiong’o, Decolonising the Mind: The Politics of Language in African Literature 
(Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1986/2008), 2, 4.  Here, wa Thiong’o argues that exogenous colonialism, a concept 
that will also be discussed later, is still happening.  Based on this and other discussions on colonialism that will be 
detailed later, I use both the present and past tense when addressing the colonial era. 
For more discussion on colonialism in the present, see Philip G. Altbach and Gail P. Kelly, eds., Education 
and Colonialism (New York: Longman, 1978).  Using terms such a neoliberalism and neocolonialism, see these 
texts for interesting parallels between the ‘old’ colonialism and the ‘new’:  Naomi Klein, “The Rise of Disaster 
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compete for trade routes, precious metal, and territory abroad, they looked for ways to justify 
their abuse of the Indigenous people that occupied these lands (and with whom they had 
previously had friendlier relationships)5.  Jamaican6 scholar Sylvia Wynter asserts that while the 
new lay intelligentsia of the Enlightenment period tried to usurp the position of the historically 
formidable Church as the constructor and perpetuator of knowledge, it assumed the dichotomous 
ontological structure that the Church had already established – a structure often and erroneously 
understood as strictly Cartesian, after René Descartes.7  Enlightenment-era science – as the new 
discipline that explained the facts of the world through experimentation and observation rather 
than proscribed, unquestioned doctrine – became the method through which the lay intelligentsia 
aimed to create, establish, and collect knowledge.   
This ‘rupture’ of the Church’s control over knowledge and its dissemination had two 
effects.  First, and perhaps surprisingly, it melded certain religious ideas and certain scientific 
                                                          
Capitalism,” The Nation 280, no. 17 (2005); Pauline Lipman,  The New Political Economy of Urban Education: 
Neoliberalism, Race, and the Right to the City (New York: Routledge, 2011); Kenneth J. Saltman, “Creative 
Associates International: Corporate Education and ‘Democracy Promotion’ in Iraq,” The Review of Education, 
Pedagogy, and Cultural Studies 28 (2006); Kenneth J. Saltman, “Schooling in Disaster Capitalism: How the 
Political Right is Using Disaster to Privatize Public Schooling,” Teacher Education Quarterly (2007). 
 
5 See Diop, Civilization or Barbarism. 
 
6 In this and the next chapter, the national identification of each scholar will be noted as is possible in order 
to highlight the national identities of both Indigenous and non-Indigenous people, and to remind us that some 
nations exist ‘on top of’ others.  This identification is based on each scholar’s self-identification. 
 
7  In critiques of Western episteme and epistemology, René Descartes is often blamed for this system and 
investigation of knowledge based on binaries and disconnection where other traditions have seen connections.  
While Descartes was influential, Wynter’s analysis shows that the Church’s influence on Western ontology and 
epistemology was influential as well.   
For more discussion on the binary within Western thought and Descartes, see Linda Alcoff and Elizabeth 
Potter, “Introduction: When Feminism Intersect Epistemology,” in Feminist Epistemologies, ed. Linda Alcoff and 
Elizabeth Potter (New York: Routledge, 1993), 3; Lorraine Code, “Taking Subjectivity into Account,” in ibid, 21-
22; Stephen Gaukroger, Descartes: An Intellectual Biography (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995); Nathalia Jaramillo 
and Peter McLaren, “Rethinking Critical Pedagogy: Socialism Nepantla and the Specter of Che,” in Handbook of 
Critical and Indigenous Methodologies, ed. Norman K. Denzin, Yvonna S. Lincoln and Linda Tuhiwai Smith (Los 
Angeles: Sage, 2008), 203-204; Helen Longino, “Subject, Power, and Knowledge: Description and Prescription in 
Feminist Philosophies of Science,” in Feminist Epistemologies, ed. Linda Alcoff and Elizabeth Potter (New York: 
Routledge, 1993), 103-105; Lynn Hankinson Nelson, “Epistemological Communities,” in ibid, 128; Elizabeth 
Potter, “Gender and Epistemic Negotiation,” in ibid., 162-163. 
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ones; second, this melding was convenient for the European imperialists travelling the globe.8  
While other ontologies (and the epistemologies that came from them) undoubtedly existed in 
Europe during the Medieval and Enlightenment periods, the Church and the academy, 
respectively, were the dominant knowledge-creating, -perpetuating, and -legitimizing 
institutions.  Colonization and imperialism introduced the European Church and, later, academy 
as the dominant knowledge-legitimizing institutions around the world.  As the Church’s ontology 
included the concept of the inherently sinful and deviant juxtaposed against the inherently holy 
and pure, Wynter argues that the academy substituted the words but not the overall concept of 
inferiority and superiority: the sinner and deviant became the primitive and irrational, while the 
holy and pure became the civilized and rational.  Such a substitution allowed for the religious 
and intellectual justification of European imperialism.  The colonizer brought Christianity, 
civilization, and reason while taking the resources of primitive or deviant people.  Unfortunately, 
rather than fundamentally troubling such a system, the academy perpetuated it. 
Critiquing the present-day academy, Māori scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith directly 
addresses colonialism’s and imperialism’s role in academia by pointing out that “the term 
‘research’ is inextricably linked to European imperialism and colonialism,” and that the “ways in 
which scientific research is implicated in the worst excesses of colonialism remains a powerful 
remembered history for many of the world’s colonized peoples.”9  Thus, the academy has 
simultaneously supported and been supported by Western interests, providing the intellectual 
justification for atrocities committed by European imperialists and colonialists while researching 
                                                          
8 See Wynter, “Unsettling the Coloniality.” 
 
9 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples (London: Zed 
Books, 1999), 1.   
 
7 
 
a world increasingly cowed under Western domination.  While the West, then, is typically 
understood as the regions where European-descended people are in the majority, it more 
accurately represents the group whose members – albeit at varying levels – simultaneously 
perpetuate and profit from the past five centuries of European colonialism and imperialism.10  
Within the Western academy, the non-Western subjects’ very beings correlate with the Western 
researchers’ presumptions of them by understanding them as objects of study and 
experimentation.11 This understanding is based on the “‘code’ or ‘grammar’ of imperialism” that 
conceptualized non-Westerners as “not fully human,… not civilized enough to have systems,… 
not literate,… [with] languages and modes of thought [that] were inadequate.”12   
Of course, the majority of today’s Western researchers would never explicitly 
characterize non-Westerners as “not fully human”; however, their work in a system that has 
historically reinscribed and perpetuated this characterization has established a research structure 
predisposed to reifying Western supremacy at the expense of the non-Western.13  This structure 
                                                          
10 As will be discussed, the latter definition allows for the present-day inclusion of non-European-
descended people as Westerners.  While these non-Europeans experience varying levels of marginalization in 
today’s West, their connections to the West may afford them advantages that others not similarly connected do not 
experience.  This definition acknowledges that the line between “West” and “non-West” may seem a bit blurred at 
times, such as in cases of non-Europeans in the West.  However, the domination of Western episteme and the results 
of that domination are not ambiguous and are not being questioned here. 
 
11 For more discussion on the Black body’s existence solely for Whiteness, see Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, 
White Masks (New York: Grove Press, 1952/2008). 
 
12 L.T. Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies, 28.  Here, Smith cites Ashis Nandy, The Intimate Enemy: Loss 
and Recovery of Self under Colonialism (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1989) and Albert Memmi, The Colonizer 
and the Colonized (Boston: Beacon Press, 1991), 83. 
 
13  Joy James expounds upon a non-White person’s adaptation to a Western worldview: “In a society and 
culture where the white European represents both the ideal and universal manifestation of civilization, ‘black’ as 
well as ‘white’ people, unsurprisingly, adopt of adapt racist iconography in their worldviews.”  James goes on to 
discuss the “white solipsism” that “masquerades as philosophy” within the academy, allowing for the primacy of the 
“logic of propositions,” where “how one argues becomes more important than what one argues,” even if this 
“exercise of reason” occurs in an “illogical context.”  Such primacy exemplifies the preeminence of Western-
specific practices in the academy, where particularly European ways of thought and learning are understood as 
“universal.” See James, “Teaching Theory, Talking Community” in Academic Repression: Reflections from the 
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reflects the major theme of the episteme on which it is based: one of separation, 
compartmentalization, and dichotomy.    
On Race 
Within the past five hundred years, Black has come to define those in the global socio-
economic hierarchy whose bodies and resources are permanently and perpetually at the disposal 
of Whites (whose bodies and resources are, paradoxically, at no one’s disposal but their own).14  
                                                          
Academic Industrial Complex, ed. Anthony Nocella, Steven Best, and Peter McLaren (Oakland: AK Press, 2010), 
338-339.    
 
14 While I discuss racialization as a modern concept based on social and economic caste rather than 
biological composition, Cheikh Anta Diop argued that the concept of race existed long before modernity, and that, 
since antiquity, Black as category of human has referred to people with a particular phenotype or genetic makeup.  
Diop asserted that European anthropologists and scientists set about the task of erasing and denying Black origins of 
humanity and civilization by working to “whiten a Black or blacken a White by a tendentious interpretation of 
measurements and carefully selected partial analyses.”  This not only entailed ignoring irrefutable physical 
anthropological discoveries that indicate Black origins of humanity, but actually creating fake ‘discoveries’ to 
support theories that Europeans came from anything other than Black ancestors.   
Diop noted that Louis Leakey understood the “birthplace of humanity” to be around the Omo Valley in 
Ethiopia.  He says that there are two important implications that emerge from this discovery: that the birthplace of 
humanity necessitates pigmentation, or, more specifically, Blackness; and that all other races come from the Black 
race at the Homo erectus and Homo sapiens stages of evolution, or 150,000 years ago.  Diop asserted that the first 
human in Europe was the Grimaldi Man, a migrating Black person, and the first White person was the Cro-Magnon 
Man of 20,000 years ago.  Diop said that the African origin of humans should not necessarily be a point of pride for 
Blacks, though, as the “cradle of humanity being in Africa… is just an accident.  If the physical conditions of the 
planet had been otherwise, the origin of humanity would have been different.”  
He addressed the Piltdown Man and other theories, such as that of the “polycentric origin of humanity.”  To 
the end of exposing these theories as erroneous, Diop argued that race is actually a biological fact, contrary to the 
current academic discussion that it is a social construct.  Diop noted that an easy proof against race’s being solely a 
social construct are genetic diseases based that tend to occur more in a specific racial group, such as the prevalence 
of sickle-cell anemia in Black people or thalassemia in Mediterranean Whites. There is a reason for the race-as-
social-construct theory: if the academy can imagine that race does not actually physically exist, the physical proof 
that humans emerged from Africa does not automatically imply that the first humans were Black.  In the same vein, 
if anthropologists can somehow prove that the Egyptian civilization was culturally and linguistically separate from 
Black Africa, it would be easier to deny that the most advanced civilization in antiquity was Black. Further, if 
anthropologists could ignore the proof that Greek philosophers, mathematicians and scientists trained in Egypt, they 
could concoct the theory that the Greek intellectual explosion was due to some superior European characteristic, 
rather than an African academic tradition that spanned centuries.  
While I do not disagree with Diop’s findings that the concept of Blackness may be millennia-old rather 
than centuries old, Diop’s own examples show that the connotations of Blackness have undoubtedly changed over 
thousands of years, as Diop’s Blacks of antiquity represented architects and royalty, philosophers and 
mathematicians and not people unfit for self-determination, as was the case in modernity.  Thus, while the category 
of Black may be a longstanding one, the modern meaning of the category is most applicable for the purposes of this 
study. See note 59 for a discussion of the word modern.   
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While Blackness as the antithesis of the norm makes it what Wynter calls a “liminal category” 
and will be discussed further, a discussion of Whiteness is important here, as the concept of 
Whiteness is connected to Europe and the West 15    
In the current imperialist/colonial era, Whites’ representing their experiences as “normal” 
is not only the foundation for White supremacy, but makes all non-Whites the perpetual “other.” 
This delineation between White and non-White has not always existed, however, and has been a 
developing concept throughout the Western colonial era. In the case of the area that came to be 
called the United States, Africans and people of African descent did not initially represent only 
an enslaved and enslaveable caste.  While 100 enslaved people from Africa were brought by 
Spanish colonials to present-day Virginia in 1526, Africans and African-descended people were 
also a substantial portion of the then-British colony’s indentured servant population in the region 
in the early seventeenth century, a time when, as Steven Martinot contends, the English had not 
“racialized the Africans, as evidenced by the fact that they had not racialized themselves.16 As 
late as 1651, these Africans shared social standing with British indentured servants and laborers, 
and were awarded (what had likely been Indigenous) land and freedom from indenture after a 
specific term of service.17 As the growth of labor-intensive cash crops such as rice, cotton, and 
                                                          
See Diop, Civilization or Barbarism: An Authentic Anthropology, ed. Harold J. Salemson and Marjolijn de 
Jager, trans. Yaa-Lengi Memma Ngemi (New York: Lawrence Hill, 1981/1991), 2, 11, 15-17, 21-22, 26-68, 103-
207, 231-379.   
15 Sylvia Wynter and Joyce King, “Race and Our Biocentric Belief System: An Interview with Sylvia 
Wynter,” Black Education: A Transformative Research and Action Agenda for the New Century, ed. Joyce King, 
(Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum, 2005), 363. 
 
16 John Rickford and Russell Rickford, Spoken Soul: The Story of Black English (New York: John Wiley 
and Sons, 2000), 130-131; Steve Martinot, The Machinery of Whiteness: Studies in the Structure of Racialization 
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2010), 45. 
 
17 Rickford and Rickford, Spoken Soul. 131.  Steve Martinot presents an interesting discussion about the 
beginnings of the shift of the English indentured servant away from the caste of servitude and the African into 
perpetual servitude with the 1662 act “Negro Women’s Children to Serve According to the Condition of the 
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tobacco began to increase, so did the growth of the enslavement industry, especially in the 
southern British colonies, where small African and African-descended populations doubled and 
continued to grow.  By 1750, African-descended people made up 27%, 31%, and 44% of the 
population in North Carolina, Maryland, and Virginia, respectively; by the late eighteenth 
century, African-descended peoples outnumbered British-descended in South Carolina and 
Georgia.18  While European indentured servants were still present, the influx of African-
descended enslaved people shifted the legal and social practices in the colonies, where older laws 
regulating the enslaved were more regularly enforced.  Thus, while there were laws 
distinguishing the rights of the African-descended Blacks and British-descended Whites as early 
as 1639 (including the law of “lifetime service” in Virginia), the letter and adherence to these 
laws hit a violent uptick in the early 1700s.19   
As they were legally and socially establishing who Blacks could and could not be, the 
British-descended colonists were also developing what Whiteness was and was not. While 
Martinot notes that the 1662 act “Negro Women’s Children to Serve According to the Condition 
of the Mother” was what “marked the beginning of a process of social differentiation between 
the English and the Africans,” he also notes that this act did not make an immediate difference in 
the lives of the European and African indentured servants, who together worked under and 
resisted the oppressions of their masters.20  Martinot echoes others that marked Bacon’s 
Rebellion in 1676 as the beginning of a more widely economically- and socially-influencing 
                                                          
Mother,” which negated the English tradition of a child’s social status being based on his/her father and set the stage 
for the future of “slave breeding.” See Martinot, The Machinery of Whiteness, 40. 
 
18 Rickford and Rickford, Spoken Soul, 134. 
 
19 Ibid.,135. 
 
20 Martinot, The Machinery of Whiteness, 41. 
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racialization within the colonies.  It was then that narratives describing African-descended 
peoples as dangerous, rebellious, and in need of White control encouraged impoverished, 
European-descended people to join the richer colonists in their domination over the Black 
population for financial gain.21 Martinot notes that this “emergence of whiteness” created a new 
identity and consciousness for the colonials: “[w]ith the birth of slavery, the English felt secure; 
with the birth of racialization, they could feel ‘civilized’ and genteel even about having 
barbarically imposed themselves on the Africans.”22  In the centuries that followed and with the 
creation of the United States, immigrants from various European nations, not initially understood 
as White, were able to gain “U.S. cultural membership (as white)” as they performed “acts of 
‘nativism,’” and abandoned “the ethnic cohesion that attended their ‘alienation.’” 23  Martinot 
notes that this performance often meant at least a “distancing” of the self from Black people, if 
not more overt expressions of anti-Black racism.24  In this way, White supremacy was 
established and perpetuated through the United States’ colonial beginnings and its history as a 
nation. 
While understanding Africans as barely human was a vital concept in the perpetuation of 
African enslavement in the United States (an institution that Woods characterized as the ultimate 
expression of capitalism25), White supremacy has shifted in recent years: in this post-Civil Rights 
era, where public and explicit racist dialogue has been all but silenced, Whites are able to take 
                                                          
21 Ibid., 50. 
 
22 Ibid. 
 
23 Ibid., 136. 
 
24 Ibid. 
 
25 See Clyde Woods, Development Arrested: The Blues and Plantation Power in the Mississippi Delta 
(London: Verso, 1998). 
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full advantage of the racial hierarchy without acknowledging it.26 This ability to take advantage 
while remaining ignorant of that advantage is one of the hallmarks of White supremacy.  
American scholar Robert Jensen defines the near-invisibility of Whiteness to Whites themselves 
                                                          
26 While there are numerous examples of this, I will provide a two as they apply to academic situations, 
which incorporate the normalcy of Whiteness into knowledge-dissemination institutions. 
David Newman discusses how White supremacy and the normalcy that undergirds it seem to take on 
humble, self-deprecating tones within the academic environment, particularly as they apply to the White gaze.  Each 
year, Newman asks his group of mostly White, mostly wealthy students to describe the “typical” Latino, Black, and 
Asian family, and the group easily complies.  When he asks them to describe a typical White family, however, the 
discussion invariably “grinds to a screeching halt.”  Once students eventually assert that White families are “all 
different” and that “[t]here’s no way you can come up with common traits” for them, Newman notes that his point 
has been made.  Newman acknowledges that, “when we think of our own group… we’re more inclined to highlight 
or at least pay heed to the diversity of individuals.”26 Whiteness, however, is in the peculiar position of dominance 
in our society.  Because of this, 
 
White families are simply “families.”  In the absence of a modifying racial or ethnic adjective, 
they’re the default option.  White families are assumed to be ordinary and regular.  Consequently, 
they need no explaining, no special chapter devoted to their striking differences…. 
 
In a racially imbalanced society like ours, whiteness, in general, is the yardstick against which 
“non-white” racial groups are evaluated. 
 
As Newman points out, despite a seemingly reverent, even celebratory discussion of how interesting, moving, or 
(dare I say it?) exotic some non-White groups/people may be, the problem still remains: this reverence, this 
celebration turns certain humans into objects of observation, full of problems to be explained by the observers, full 
of solutions to be expropriated by them.  These objects do not have a frame of reference, a perspective, a way of 
knowing that is their own.  Indeed, they exist for the sake of the Whites, and what’s an object of observation worth 
without the observer?  David Newman, Identities and Inequalities: Exploring the Intersections of Race, Class, 
Gender, and Sexuality (Boston: McGraw Hill: 2007), 14, 15, 16. 
More pressing than in-class discussions of normalcy and non-Whiteness, Gloria Ladson-Billings discusses 
the educational debt, which is what she calls the product of centuries of White legal and extra-legal exclusion of 
American Blacks from literacy and schooling.  Though popular educational discussions of the so-called achievement 
gap focus on the poor performance of Blacks in schools compared to their White counterparts, Billings argues that 
Whites have had the advantages of literacy and schooling that Blacks in the United States had not been afforded, 
even after the nineteenth-century emancipation of enslaved people.  Once Blacks began attending schools on parity 
with Whites in the late twentieth century, Ladson-Billings argues, Black students had to make up for centuries of 
lost time.  Ladson-Billings’ argument is important in that Black ‘failures’ within school in comparison to their White 
counterparts are understood to be based upon Black deficit, rather than Black struggle in systems that have 
historically excluded them and included and privileged Whites. 
Ladson-Billings, “From the Achievement Gap to the Education Debt: Understanding Achievement in U.S. 
Schools,” Educational Researcher, 35 (2006): 3-12.  Also see James D. Anderson, “The Historical Context for 
Understanding the Test Score Gap,” National Journal of Urban Education and Practice 1, no. 1 (2004): 1-21; Sue 
Brooks, “What We Don’t Talk about When We Talk about ‘The Achievement Gap,’” Assault on Kids: How Hyper-
Accountability, Corporatization, Deficit Ideologies, and Ruby Payne Are Destroying Our Schools, edited by Roberta 
Ahlquist, Paul C. Gorski, and Theresa Montaño, 35-50 (New York: Peter Lang, 2011); Ellen Swartz, “Stepping 
Outside the Master Script: Re-Connecting the History of American Education,” The Journal of Negro Education, 76 
(2007): 173-186. 
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as part of White privilege – the privilege to ignore the reality of a White-supremacist society 
when it makes Whites uncomfortable, to rationalize why this supremacy is not really so bad, to 
deny one’s own role in it.  It is the privilege of remaining ignorant because that ignorance is 
protected.27  Both the privilege and normalcy accorded to Whiteness are indicators that this era 
of imperialism/colonialism has also been one of White supremacy. 
Jensen defines a White supremacist society as one “whose founding is based in an 
ideology of the inherent superiority of white Europeans over non-whites, an ideology that was 
used to justify the crimes against indigenous people and Africans that created the [United 
States].”28 Like Wynter, Jamaican scholar Charles Mills notes that such superiority ideologies 
are not necessarily abnormal; indeed, societies “structured by relations of domination and 
subordination” will feature “conceptual apparatus…. shaped and inflected in various ways by the 
biases of the ruling group(s).”29  This ideology, however, often leads to the ruling group’s 
tendency to “find the confirmation” for their supremacy “whether it is there or not.”30  This 
ability to find confirmation of supremacy where there is none has important implications for the 
Western academy. 
H. Alexander Welcome notes that White ontology establishes what is and is not an 
acceptable mode of being, and that Blackness is understood as inherently abnormal in the ways it 
deviates from Whiteness.31  In addition to Welcome’s analysis, Owen Dwyer and John Paul 
                                                          
27 Robert Jensen, The Heart of Whiteness: Confronting Race, Racism, and White Privilege (San Francisco: 
City Lights, 2005), 2. 
 
28 Ibid., 3-4. 
 
29 Charles W. Mills, “White Ignorance,” in Race and Epistemologies of Ignorance, ed. Shannon Sullivan 
and Nancy Tuana (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2007), 25. 
30 Ibid. 
 
31 For more discussion on blackness as abnormality see Karen M. Gagne, “On the Obsolescence of the 
Disciplines: Frantz Fanon and Sylvia Wynter Propose a New Mode of Being Human,” Human Architecture: Journal 
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Jones assert that White worldview assumes a separation between Whites and non-Whites (and, 
more specifically, between Whites and Blacks people) in terms of physical space, as well as 
social identity and position.  Both types of “distance” allow Whites to “refus[e] the trace” that 
will implicate the historical and current injustices that are required in order for Whiteness to 
exist.32   This distance encourages what Mills calls the “management of memory,” which allows 
Whites simply not to know or acknowledge (through what Mills has called “White ignorance”) 
the “crucial facts” that would trouble the concept of White supremacy.33  Such ignorance 
becomes part of the “social memory,” which is “then inscribed in textbooks, generated and 
regenerated in ceremonies and official holidays, concretized in statues, parks, and monuments.”34   
Meanwhile, the relegation of non-Whites by Whites to areas away from Whites -- physically and 
psychologically – encourages White gaze and judgment35: 
[W]hiteness as an opaque façade that is at once apparent but whose depth is 
inscrutable – lest its true guilt be revealed.  Likewise, whiteness does not 
represent its racialized Other as invisible but rather holds it in a state of 
transparent obviousness…. These rationales for white privilege culminate in the 
representation of the white center as opaque and unknowable and, ultimately, 
                                                          
of the Sociology of Self-Knowledge 4 (2007): 251-263; King and Wynter, “Race and Our Biocentric Belief System”; 
and Wynter, "Unsettling the Coloniality of Being/Power/Truth/Freedom.” 
32 Owen J. Dwyer and John Paul Jones III, “White Socio-Spatial Epistemology,” Social & Cultural 
Geography (1), 2000: 213. 
 
33 Mills,“White Ignorance,” 28. 
 
34 Ibid., 29. 
 
35 Here, White gaze is the use of White ontological and epistemological understandings to see, understand, 
and respond to the world, while not acknowledging that these standpoints are in use.  See Dwyer and Jones, “White 
Socio-Spatial Epistemology” for an extended discussion of examples of the White gaze.  Also see supra note 26 for 
another example from Nelson. 
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non-existent, while the racialized margins are presented as transparently obvious 
and ‘debased’ – and thus wholly responsible for their conditions. 36 
This discussion of White normalcy and the White gaze also applies to the academy.  Such 
a gaze allows, for example, researching the practices of another group, making its members 
visible while maintaining one’s own invisibility, all under the guise of objectivity.  This 
objectivity (read: White distance) in academia – what Welcome calls “the ‘white is right’ 
perspective” – uses White experience as “the backing for the construction of the warrant/rules 
that are employed as to evaluate black experiences,” thus pathologizing the experiences of 
people of African descent when they do not “conform to the parameters of white methods of 
navigating the social world.”37  Welcome addresses DuBois’ important question of “How does it 
feel to be a problem” by defining “problems” as “any deviations from the ‘typical’ white 
experience that do not produce the benefits that are associated with the relevant white mode of 
behavior.”38  When non-White groups deviate from the White norm but experience White-
normed success, they are not seen as problematic.  Non-White deviators that do not experience 
White-typified success, however, become problems; after all, if success is ‘normal,’ why can’t 
these ‘problem people’ be successful?  Welcome discusses this further: “This process occurs 
because the cause of the status of whites is falsely attributed to the white methods of navigating 
the social world, while the paramount influence of the privilege and power of whiteness are 
obscured.”39 
                                                          
36 Dwyer and Jones, “White Socio-Spatial Epistemology,” 215. 
 
37 H. Alexander Welcome, “’White is Right’: The Utilization of an Improper Ontological Perspective in 
Analyses of Black Experiences,” Journal of African American Studies (8), 2004:61, 62. 
 
38 Ibid., 62. 
 
39 Ibid. 
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It is also important to note that the Western researcher is not necessarily White, but must 
only be trained in and adhere to the ideas of European normalcy and dominance – even if that 
adherence is not a conscious one. 40  While the discussion of the disillusionment and alienation of 
the non-White student and researcher in the Western academic paradigm is an extensive one and 
will be given more attention later in this study, resistance to this paradigm can be found in 
Indigenous methodologies and in Indigenist paradigms, such as Black-Indigenism.  
Understanding the oppression of Black and Indigenous people as the foundation for the United 
States’ version of settler colonialism, Black-Indigenism employs observation and analytical 
practices of these oppressed groups in order to trouble the dominance of Western 
epistemological practice and resist its effects within the academy.  The link between Indigenous 
and decolonizing research practice is an important one in that the employment of Indigenous-
based practice is not only employment of practice that has operated before and can operate 
outside of the Western paradigms of separation and domination, but is practice employed for the 
purposes of imagining and creating restorative ways of knowing and being beyond those of the 
West. 
The Word 
This imagining and creating is not simply a theoretical enterprise; indeed, though it may 
seem lofty, this new knowing of the universe is possible.  While this new knowing can take 
many forms, it will begin with new language.  More specifically, it begins with a new Word.  
While possibly interpreted as language, the Word is more specific: it indicates the moment that 
                                                          
40 For more discussion on White normalcy, see Jensen, The Heart of Whiteness; Sullivan and Tuana , ed., 
Race and Epistemologies of Ignorance; Welcome, “’White is Right’; Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, 
trans. Richard Philcox (New York: Grove Press, 1961/2004); wa Thiong’o, Decolonising the Mind. 
For more discussion on the alienation experienced by non-White students in Western schooling/academic 
paradigm, see wa Thiong’o, Decolonising the Mind; and Kwesi Yankah, Education: Scholarly Authority and the 
Quest for a New World Academic Order, Inaugural Lecture (Accra, Ghana: Black Mask, Ltd., 2006). 
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the human first created words, or verbal/visual representations of abstract thought.  Wynter 
posits that, rather than thinking of humans as humans (as opposed to other animals) based on the 
particulars of biological and evolutionary processes, we must understand our humanity in terms 
of the Word.  Wynter argues that it is the moment that humans created language – a moment that 
she calls the First Emergence – that marked the beginning of the human being, not a particular 
biological evolutionary turn.  The moment that humans were able to think in abstraction pushed 
them out of “subordination to the genetic programs which prescribe the behaviors of purely 
organic life.” 41 While undoubtedly still affected by these genetic programs, humans then became 
subordinate to what Wynter calls “the Word/Myth.” 
The discussion of language as it is more generally understood and within the scope of 
Western academic practice is also important. Kikuyu and Kenyan scholar Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s 
analysis shows that language is not just a series of strung-together sounds or letters arranged on a 
page, but is a system of acknowledging or negating being, of establishing and reestablishing 
what is there… and what is not.42  Language sets ontological and epistemological precedent in 
that the job of language is to refer to what is known and what can be known, even in the absence 
of physical proof.  As language names the existence of things in the universe, it creates the 
universe for its speakers and listeners, writers and readers.  Related to Wynter’s Word/Myth, by 
naming what can be known, humans are also telling the story of existence, of how what is known 
came to be. This naming is the primary tool of power in the colonial world, and one used within 
Western academic practice.  Both the creation and dominance of the West have been based on 
the “control [of] people’s wealth,” from its production to its distribution, which wa Thiong’o 
                                                          
41 Wynter, as quoted in Gagne, 2007.  See Karen Gagne, “On the Obsolescence of the Disciplines,” 259. 
 
42 wa Thiong’o, Decolonising the Mind. 
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calls a people’s language of real life.43  Control of the language of real life is impossible, 
however, without the control of language-as-communication, which is inseparable from 
language-as-culture.  
While language is used in the real-time transmission of ideas, it is a carrier of culture in 
that it also holds within it the culmination and evolution of its speakers.  This aspect of language 
makes it “almost indistinguishable” from culture, as language allows cultural “genesis, growth, 
banking, articulation and… transmission.”44  As the “collective memory banks of a people’s 
experience in history,” then, language-as-culture has three aspects.  First, it is a product and 
reflection of a people’s history, in that culture represents a people’s “struggle to create wealth 
and to control it.”  In addition to this, as language-as-culture uses words to represent what is (and 
is not) in existence, it creates both a physical and social world in our minds through which 
humans see ourselves, each other, and our planet.  This mental world may or may not be based 
on physical reality, but is the foundation for culture.  Finally, while the meaning of language (as 
product of humans’ “struggle against nature” and with each other45) is universal for humans, the 
languages that we speak are not.  Thus, the final aspect of language-as-culture is that it 
encapsulates the experience of a “specific community with a specific history” within the 
“particularity of the sounds, the words, the word order into phrases and sentences, and the 
specific manner, or laws” of that community’s language.46  Embedded within language is a 
group’s story of how it came to be and what it knows about the world. 
                                                          
43 Ibid., 16. 
 
44 Ibid., 15. 
 
45 Ibid., 15. 
 
46 Ibid. 
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One of colonialism’s most vital areas of control, then, is the “mental universe of the 
colonized, the control, through culture, of how people perceiv[e] themselves and their 
relationship to the world.”47  Control of language means the control of the universe of the 
colonized, what can and cannot exist, how one can relate to the world, another person, and 
oneself.48  This domination, in essence, rewrites colonized groups’ stories about their own 
existence.  A very early step in resisting Western imperialism/colonialism and its effects, then, is 
to understand ourselves as something outside of the Western definition of human and humanity 
that requires the eliminations and enslavement of Indigenous and Black life – namely, as our 
being human because we have the ability to name ourselves and the world around us, and discuss 
(and, thus, decide) what and who we will be.  Resistance requires us to tell new stories about 
ourselves, our histories, and our universe. While wa Thing’o argues for the use of indigenous 
language as resistance to colonial domination, such a solution is not available for the descendants 
of enslaved Africans who were generally prohibited from using their indigenous languages.   
For many, the language of origin is the language of the Western colonializing nations.  
For those in this group interested in decolonization, the primary method of resistance is 
transforming the creation stories that the colonizer’s language tells.  This resistance entails two 
forms: general storytelling that defies the colonial narrative; and a reshaping of the colonizer’s 
language, creating and recalling different worlds from the ones embedded within each word of 
the language.49  This creating and recalling is a multi-faceted endeavor, one that pulls from 
                                                          
47 Ibid. 
 
48 wa Thiong’o further discusses the disjuncture that a colonial language education causes in the colonized 
child as “colonial alienation.”  See ibid. 
49 Emma Pérez presents a similar and interesting argument to “rethink history in a way that recovers agency 
for those on the margins by bringing their lives and struggles to light.”  She calls this different perspective the 
“decolonial imaginary.”  Pérez, “Decolonial Critics for Academic Freedom,” in Academic Repression, 365. 
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Indigenous traditions that have survived despite attempts of Western colonial eradication as well 
as from the resilient and adaptive traditions of Blacks, who historically have been designated as 
non-human or sub-human, yet manage to affirm their humanity, even if only to themselves. In 
this study, I included wa Thiong’o’s analysis of language as a means of communication and 
carrier of culture within the larger analysis of Word/Myth, as the latter refers to the very ability 
for abstract thought, and for understanding and approaching the world outside of the strict matrix 
of biological urge and instinct.50  As the Word refers to how we know and understand the world 
around us, the Word also refers to how and what we understand ourselves to be.  If humans 
create and inherit our understanding of ourselves and our universe through the Word, then, we 
are also able to recreate ourselves and our universe, recall and/or create ways of being outside of 
Western colonial ways. 
 Humanity through the Word, through a calling of ourselves into being, opens the door to 
solutions to the problems of colonization and White supremacy.  American Karen Gagne cites 
Wynter when discussing this self-naming/self-creation, this autopoiesis51:  
It was through ‘autopoiesis’ that another new mode of being human—that of the 
bourgeois man—was ignited from the 16th century onward to the present. And, it 
will be through an ‘autopoiesis’ of equal or greater magnitude that we will be able 
                                                          
50 It is important to note here that Wynter does assert that humans are bioevolutionarily wired for the 
creation and use of language: “[M]y proposal is that we are bioevolutionarily prepared by means of language to 
inscript and autoinstitute ourselves in this or that modality of the human, always in adaptive response to the 
ecological as well as to the geopolitical circumstances in which we find ourselves.”  It is this creation and use, 
however, that moves humans out of the domination of the natural world and into the domination of their own mental 
one.  See Joyce King and Sylvia Wynter, “Race and Our Biocentric Belief System: An Interview with Sylvia 
Wynter,” Black Education: A Transformative Research and Action Agenda for the New Century, ed. Joyce King 
(Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum, 2005), 361. 
 
51 I have found that Wynter’s works have variant spellings of poiesis and autopoiesis. For the sake of 
consistency, I will use the spellings featured in this note, unless they appear otherwise in a quotation. 
 
21 
 
to leave this mode of being human… By calling themselves into being, humans 
invent their “humanness.”.... To name the world is to conceptualize the world; and 
to conceptualize the world is an expression of an active relation.52 
Thus, in the same way that the imperialist/colonialist systems under which we continue to live 
came to be through the Word, emancipation from these systems must also be based in the Word, 
words that describe – and, thus, create – a new world.  It is important that those interested in 
decolonizing practice take as a point of departure the example of Indigenous nations and Blacks 
the world over that continue to exist in the face of genocide, or name their humanity as the world 
calls them property. While some of these nations and groups have intentionally continued to 
employ their pre-colonial traditions of language use and storytelling throughout the era of 
Western colonialism, others, like American Blacks, have formed new languages and stories in 
the wake of its ravages.53  Both acts are examples of groups that are continuing to name their 
universes, and thus, themselves, in the face of a colonial power bent on doing the naming for 
them.  This refusal to allow the colonial power to name them and their world – particularly when 
the naming involves dehumanizing or erasing Black and Indigenous peoples – allows oppressed 
people to tell their own stories about their world, and to situate themselves in it as humans that 
defy the destructive dehumanization that underpins this oppression. 
                                                          
52 Wynter, as cited in Gagne, 2006.  See Karen Gagne, “Fighting Amnesia as a Guerilla Activity Poetics for 
a New Mode of Being Human,” Human Architecture: Journal of the Sociology of Self-Knowledge IV (Summer 
2006): 260. 
 
53 For a discussion of Black linguistic creation within the United States, see Molefi Kete Asante, “African 
Elements in African American English” in Africanisms in American Culture, ed. Joseph E. Holloway (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1990/2005); Joseph E. Holloway, “Africanisms in African American Names in the United 
States” in ibid.; Rickford and Rickford, Spoken Soul; Selase W. Williams, “the African Character of African 
American Language: Insights from the Creole Connection” in Africanisms in American Culture, ed. Joseph E. 
Holloway (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990/2005). 
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This ‘taking as a point of departure,’ however, entails more than a momentary and 
respectful nod to peoples with whom we academics may or may not have any contact, even when 
we share a group identity with them, and particularly when our languages of origin are languages 
of Western colonization.  It entails thinking of people that we normally understand as oppressed 
and marginalized as actually holding clues to the solutions of a White supremacist society – in 
short, it entails a new narrative about these groups.  It involves re-wording the questions in our 
research, and re-wording our paradigms. While Indigenous and Black peoples in the United 
States have undoubtedly experienced oppression, their continued understanding of their 
humanity in the face of a system that requires their erasure or inhumanity provides important 
clues for the decolonizing researcher.  This study, which highlighted one impoverished Black 
family’s understanding of their own humanity in the face of violently dehumanizing 
circumstances, provides some of those clues. 
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Assumptions and Limitations 
One of the more important assumptions in this study is based on my definition of 
education.  I define education as a mental assimilation of information, with the potential of using 
that information to think or act in different ways than one would have without it.  Education, 
then, can indeed happen in a school, but can also happen anywhere else there is information for 
the human being to assimilate.54  On the other hand, while called “formal education”55 or the like 
elsewhere, schooling indicates one’s attendance at an institution that has been designated as a 
school by a governing group and that makes available a specific type of information for 
assimilation.  Conflation of schooling and education can lead to the assumption that the two 
mean the same thing, such as in colleges of education that tend to be focused on schooling and 
schools rather than all the ways and places that human beings learn about the world around them. 
It is because of this conflation that discussions of education and even educational policy often 
focus on what is happening in, to, or because of schools.  I instead understand questions of 
education and educational policy to relate to learning and practices of learning, rather than the 
one place where learning is purportedly housed.  I posit that such a shift in our understandings of 
education and educational policy can also help broaden their discussion beyond the Western 
paradigm, as perceptions of teaching, learning and schooling are not exclusive to the West.  
The limitations of this project are based on my relation to the participants and my 
closeness to the subject matter.  While I do not see these limitations as hindrances, I do 
understand that the fact that the participants are my relatives caused me to approach this project 
                                                          
54 See more discussions on this assertion, see John Holt, How Children Learn (Cambridge, MA: Perseus 
Books, 1983), and, with Patrick Farenga, Teach Your Own: The John Holt Book of Homeschooling  (Cambridge, 
MA: Perseus Publishing, 2003); Ivan Illich, Deschooling Society (London: Marion Boyars, 1970); David Orr, Earth 
in Mind: On Education, Environment, and the Human Prospect (Washington, D.C.: Island Press, 1994). 
 
55 Elleni Tedla, Sankofa: African Thought and Education (New York: Peter Lang, 1995), 111. 
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in a way that would have been different had the participants been strangers.  Because the focus of 
this project is the story of my family – even if parts of it are fictionalized – I never felt complete 
ownership or license over the data or their product.  The participants had the opportunity to edit 
their own transcripts – a practice that would be anathema to some oral historians.56  I submitted 
drafts of the fictional pieces to the participants for their critique, and they in turn allowed other 
family members to read it as well.  There were relatively few instances, whether in data 
collection or analysis, that I did not open this project up to the review of my family members.  
This opening up, while reflective of the importance of kin and community in Black-Indigenist 
research, means that each portion of this project is different than what it would have been had I 
completed the work without my family’s input.  I will discuss this input and its effects in later 
chapters. 
Also, while I draw implications from my family’s experience, this study is not 
generalizable:  it addresses the experience of a specific group of people, place, and time that had 
not existed before and will never exist again in exactly the same way.  So while the results are a 
historical fiction based on oral history accounts, they are also one unique story based on a group 
of unique stories.  The stories told to me will never be told to me again verbatim, even if I 
interviewed the same participants in the same places.  Thus, while I indicate some wider 
conclusions from these stories, the stories represent just one moment in an immeasurable span of 
moments – one speaker, one hearer, one story amongst all the others.  While the work here 
represents a story about a family that I believe relates to many stories of many families, I do not 
make the claim that this is every family’s story.  It is not. 
  
                                                          
56 Valerie Raleigh Yow, Recording Oral History: A Practical Guide for Social Scientists (Sage: Thousand 
Oaks, CA, 1994), 196, 202. 
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Chapter 2 
 
“I HAD NEVER BEEN AT HOME IN THE WORLD.”57: LITERATURE REVIEW 
A Different Paradigm 
This study employed a research paradigm that I call Black-Indigenism.  While 
investigating various paradigms that could align with this study, I was troubled that I could not 
find one that intentionally and equally addressed the experiences of both Indigenous and Black 
groups in settler-colonial regions of the Western hemisphere.  While my search led me to stances 
that privileged one or the other, I did not find one that incorporated both as a lens through which 
to see the world and do research.  As the groups whose exploitation and elimination have been 
the bedrock of the establishment and perpetuation of the United States in particular, constructing 
a decolonizing theoretical stance based on both indigeneity and Blackness was important.  In this 
chapter, Indigenism will be discussed, then Afropessimism, as both paradigms inform Black-
Indigenism.  Then I will discuss the Black-Indigenist paradigm.   
As my participants did not discuss experiences with Native Americans, nor am I related 
to anyone that identifies as Native American, the data from this study did not include accounts of 
those that identify themselves as Native American.  However, a priority of decolonizing research 
that takes place within and is about life in the United States is acknowledging that ours is a 
nation that has been violently established and continues to violently establish itself on top of 
other, Indigenous nations.  As this violence is the foundational act of the United States, a 
discussion of any aspect of U.S. history – even the history of oppression of Blacks in this country 
– should also include acknowledgement of this past and present violence as well.  If the “United 
States is a nation defined by its original sin: the genocide of American Indians,” not  
                                                          
57 Hartman, Lose Your Mother, 44. 
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acknowledging the history of this genocide contributes to the U.S. practice of Indigenous 
erasure.58  Thus, a discussion of the history and results of systematic Indigenous erasure are also 
part of this study. 
  
                                                          
58 Sandy Grande, “Competing Moral Visions: At the Crossroads of Democracy and Sovereignty,” in Red 
Pedagogy: Native American Social and Political Thought, ed. Sandy Grande (Lanhman, MD: Rowman and 
Littlefield, 2004/2015), 49. 
27 
 
Indigenism 
While the particulars of their methods may shift based on the priorities of the groups 
implementing or involved in a particular research project, this study understood Indigenist 
researchers as those that acknowledge the imperialist/colonialist history of Western academic 
practice and counter it through research practice based on suppressed and/or ignored Indigenous 
ontological and epistemological standpoints.59  While decolonizing and Indigenist research may 
certainly include practices based on the ways of knowing of particular Indigenous groups, the 
overarching theme of these practices are resistance and existence in the face of a Western policy 
of Indigenous exploitation and erasure.60   
Indigenist research practice can be situated within Indigenous research methodologies. In 
Research is Ceremony: Indigenous Research Methods, Opaskwayak Cree scholar Shawn Wilson 
argues two main points about the basis of Indigenous research methodologies: 
1. The shared aspect of an Indigenous ontology and epistemology is relationality 
(relationships do not merely shape reality, they are reality).  The shared aspect of 
an Indigenous axiology and methodology is accountability to relationships.   
2.  The shared aspects of relationality and relational accountability can be put into 
                                                          
59 See the following texts for discussions of Indigenist research and education:  Sandy Grande, “Mapping 
the Terrain of Struggle: From Genocide, Colonization, and Resistance to Red Power and Red Pedagogy,” in Red 
Pedagogy, 15-34; Grande, “Competing Moral Visions: At the Crossroads of Democracy and Sovereignty,” in ibid., 
49-78; John Tippeconnic III, “Critical Theory, Red Pedagogy, and Indigenous Knowledge: The Missing Links to 
Improving Education,” in Red Pedagogy; Shawn Wilson, Research is Ceremony: Indigenous Research Methods 
(Halifax: Fernwood Publishing, 2008). 
 
60 The following works and their treatment of Indigenism will be discussed later: M. Annette Jaimes, “The 
Stone Age Revisited: An Indigenist View of Primitivism, Industrialism and the Labor Process,” Wicazo Sa Review 
7, no. 2 (Autumn, 1991): 34-48; Lester-Irabinna Rigby, “Internationalization of an Indigenous Anticolonial Cultural 
Critique of Research Methodologies: A Guide to Indigenist Research Methodology and Its Principles,” Wicazo Sa 
Review 14, no. 2, (Autumn, 1999): 109-121; Anne Schulheer Waters, "Indigenist Feminism," in Encyclopedia of 
Feminist Theories, 265-268 (New York: Taylor & Francis Ltd / Books, 2000). 
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practice through choice of research topic, methods of data collection, form of 
analysis and presentation of information.61 
The understanding that reality exists and that reality is, at base, connection is distinct from both 
the modern era theme of separation and the so-called postmodern theme of questioning reality.62  
Reality, however, is more than what can be physically observed; relationality is based on 
relationships between people, people and the environment, people and the cosmos/Spirit world, 
and people and ideas.63  Insisting that “we are the relationships that we hold and are part of,” 
Wilson provides a different definition of identity and explains why research is a sacred act: 
[t]he space and therefore the relationship between people or between people and 
their environment is seen as sacred[,] a key concept within many Indigenous 
peoples’ spirituality.  By reducing the space between things, we are strengthening 
the relationship that they share.  And this bringing things together so that they 
share the same space is what ceremony is about.  This is why research itself is a 
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62 What we call the modern era is actually the aforementioned era of European colonization/imperialism.   
Thanks to various civil rights and independence movements from colonized peoples around the world, nineteenth 
and twentieth century changes in the modernist imaginary troubled those who depended on it for their supremacy 
and understanding of the world, and these changes caused them to question reality itself.  This ‘all or nothing’ 
dichotomy of postmodernism actually reinscribes the same way of thought it hopes to trouble in that it makes no 
room for ways of thought that have existed before and during so-called modernity.  It searches for something 
different from modernist thinking without acknowledging such alternatives have never stopped existing.  Also, the 
simple questioning of modernity does not mean its collapse; as noted above, the economic structures that undergird 
the colonial era – which are also linked to state structures formed throughout the colonial era and a racial hierarchy 
that ties class/worker status to biological representations – are still very much intact.  For more about this connection 
between the status of socio-economic status and biology, see King and Wynter, “Race and Our Biocentric Belief 
System,” 362. 
 
63 See Wilson, Research is Ceremony, 80-96.  Wilson notes that he addresses spirituality as something 
distinct from the other relationships only because the Western paradigm does so.  He says that, “[i]n reality, 
spirituality is not separate but is an integral, infused part of the whole in the Indigenous worldview.”  Ibid., 89. 
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sacred ceremony within an Indigenous research paradigm, as it is all about 
building relationships and bridging this sacred space.64 
The sacredness of research requires accountability as we study and reveal information about 
these relationships.  This accountability must be “connected to or a part of a community (set of 
relationships),” and Denzin and Lincoln also assert that research must begin and end with the 
“concerns of indigenous people.” 65 
While also prioritizing this relationality, Indigenist research practice can be differentiated 
from general Indigenous research methodological practice because it has a specific aim of 
resisting colonialism.  Indigenous Australian researcher Lester-Irabinna Rigby contends that 
Indigenist research methodology is undergirded by three principles – “[r]esistance as the 
emancipatory imperative… [p]olitical integrity in Indigenous research,” and “[p]rivileging 
Indigenous voices in Indigenist research” – but restricts her definition to research in the 
Australian context. Anne Schulheer Waters extends the definition of Indigenist practice and 
Indigenism when she notes that Indigenism “counters global environmental and economic 
genocide,” “engenders Indigenist epistemology of an interdependent global biodiversity,” and is 
connected to local, nativist traditions. 66 
                                                          
64 Ibid., 87. 
 
65 Ibid., 42; Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln “Critical Methodologies and Indigenous Inquiry,” 
introduction to Handbook of Critical and Indigenous Methodologies, ed. Norman K. Denzin, Yvonna S. Lincoln, 
and Linda Tuhiwai Smith (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2008), 2. 
 
66 Lester-Irabinna Rigby notes that “Indigenist research is research by Indigenous Australians whose 
primary informants are Indigenous Australians and whose goals are to serve and inform the Indigenous struggle for 
self-determination,” though she does not “claim that Indigenist research is characterized by any distinctive models 
or strategies.”  Linking nativism and Indigenism, Waters differentiates between local and global Indigenous-focused 
practice by asserting that “nativism… maintains traditional local cultural values, kinship, biodiversity, and ways of 
being,” though she adds that “both politics [of nativism and Indigenism] emanate from generations of cultural 
value.”  See Rigby, “Internationalization of an Indigenous Anticolonial Cultural Critique,” 118; Waters, "Indigenist 
Feminism," 266. 
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 While only using the term Indigenist in the title of her work, M. Annette Jaimes’ 
analysis of the definition is the most applicable to this study.  Noting that Indigenous peoples as 
a classifying term has “global appropriateness,” it subsumes “several thousand distinct cultural 
nationalities known to hold aboriginal links with the land they occupy.”67 Jaimes asserts that 
these groups, often “the poorest of the poor,” comprise an Indigenous, or Fourth, World, and that 
its poverty can be attributed to Indigenous groups’ lack of connection to the prevailing economic 
systems in their regions, regardless of the purported success or failure of the regions’ “industrial 
or industriality venues.”68  Jaimes argues that this disconnect is due to extant Indigenous 
connections to socio-economic systems that predate European socio-economic constructs of 
capitalism and socialism, and that these connections “prevent [Indigenous] incorporation into 
‘modern labor processes.’” Jaimes expounds upon this (dis)connection and should be quoted at 
length: 
This inherent “irrationality” consistently shows itself, for example, in [Indigenous 
peoples’] readiness to elevate the importance of their participation in the 
ceremonial life of their culture above that of involvement in the “organized 
workplace;” when spiritual duty calls, native people simply fail to show up for 
work.  Similarly, they often demonstrate a marked willingness to assign a higher 
priority to meeting familial obligations, engaging in social activities, hunting and 
fishing seasons, and a host of other factors, including an apparently insatiable 
                                                          
67 M. Annette Jaimes, “The Stone Age,” 34. 
 
68 Citing Winona LaDuke, Jaimes adds another the term to this list: Host World. Jaimes, “The Stone Age,” 
34; Winona LaDuke, "Natural to Synthetic and Back Again,” preface in Marxism and Native Americans, ed. Ward 
Churchill, i-vii, (Boston, MA: South End Press, 1983). 
Jaimes also enumerates the other “worlds” besides the Fourth: the First World is the “capitalist, 
industrialized” one; the Second World is based in socialism, but is also industrialized; and the Third World may be 
socialist or capitalist, but is in the process of becoming industrialized.  Jaimes, “The Stone Age,” 35. 
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desire for rest and recreation than to insuring “stability” in their “working lives.” 
Suffice it to say [I]ndigenous folk make it abundantly clear that sale of their labor 
power is not an essential preoccupation of their existence.69 
Around the world, members of a region’s dominant groups have taken note of this Indigenous 
refusal to buy into the schema of a market-based existence – what Sylvia Wynter calls homo-
economicus70 – and named it different things: primitive and lazy, backward and shiftless. 
Childlike. Ignorant.  These designations have allowed members of dominant groups that have 
understood themselves to be above the physical annihilation or removal of Indigenous people 
from their land to instead help divest Indigenous people of the cultural and socio-economic 
systems that have clearly been a hindrance to their progress in the modern world.  These 
divestment efforts have been, at base, an educational project meant to “acquaint” Indigenous 
people “with all they are missing,” as they do not even “comprehend the fact of their poverty.”71 
The Indigenist understands, however, that this educational project would be a much better 
one if the self-appointed teachers become the students, and the students, teachers.  The 
designation of Indigenous groups around the world as ignorant, lazy and child-like stems from 
the Europe-originated demand that a human’s whole being be incorporated into the economic 
system, and that this system take priority over environmental, community and individual health 
and well-being.  The Indigenist not only recognizes that this demand has caused centuries of 
devastation to the natural environment as well as to communities and individuals around the 
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70 King and Wynter, “Race and Our Biocentric Belief System,” 362. Use of this term began with C.S. 
Devas, The Groundwork of Economics (London, Longmans, Green, & Co., 1883). 
 
71 Jaimes, “The Stone Age,” 35. 
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world, but that the very Indigenous practices that are decried by the dominant system could be, 
as Jaimes notes, “the key to liberating Eurocentrism from itself, unchaining it from the twin 
fetishes of materialism and production.”72  This unchaining will happen in many ways by many 
people, but Jaimes admonishes against any attempt to reconstruct the past or eliminate “that 
which is useful in the matrix of Eurocentrism.” The liberation, then, must begin with the 
Indigenous world being afforded the “recognition, understanding and respect it has always been 
due” and to “recapture” what has been taken in the era of European domination.73  While Jaimes 
does not detail what this recapturing should look like, I believe that this recapturing involves 
questioning the ubiquity of Western ontological and epistemological understandings, as well as 
the aforementioned concepts of objectification, distance, and binary on which these 
understandings are based, and how the transformation or elimination of these practices may help 
push back against Western colonialism and its effects.  Academic research is one of these 
practices. 
Imagining that research exists only for its own sake, then, is a luxury that those interested 
in justice for those oppressed by the West cannot afford.  Believing that, as D. Soyini Madison 
notes, “expressive and cultural traditions always occur within the machinations of power that 
encompass them,”74 we must never think of any tradition as innocent, something apart from the 
history of oppression and struggle that has fostered it. Even discussions of indigeneity or 
Indigenous practice should not be reduced to depicting Indigenous groups or their traditions as 
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74 D. Soyini Madison, “Narrative Poetics and Performative Interventions,” in Handbook of Critical and 
Indigenous Methodologies, ed. Norman K. Denzin, Yvonna S. Lincoln, and Linda Tuhiwai Smith (Thousand Oaks, 
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monolithic, perfect and pure. To be rhetorically available in a critique of the West and its 
traditions, and then put back on the shelf.  That is not the aim of this work, as study of these 
traditions – itself a tradition – is not innocent, either.   
Faced with this loss of innocence, academicians in settler colonies are required to pick a 
side – either for or against White supremacy and the Western colonialism that both undergirds 
and is undergirded by it.  I have chosen against and believe that decolonizing academic work 
within the settler colonial context should be informed in part by Indigenist principles.  Following 
the lead of Indigenist research and discussions, this study prioritizes 1) kinship; 2) Land/Space 
connection; and 3) the Word as represented in narrative/the Story.  Before discussing these at 
length, however, I will briefly discuss various types of colonialisms, including the one that is a 
focus of this study. 
Colonialisms 
Ugandan scholar Mahmood Mamdani discusses the history of African regions’ 
experiencing European intrusion and exploitation, without large-scale European settlement, as 
indirect-rule colonialism.75  While Mamdani notes that there are indeed differences between 
settler colonialism – which entails intrusion, exploitation and large-scale settlement – and 
indirect-rule colonialism, the position of the “native” is the same: understood in terms of 
ethnicity rather than race, Indigenous peoples were present on (and thus, in the colonial 
paradigm, possessors of) the Land before colonial powers arrived to claim the Land for 
themselves. 76  Indigenous scholar Eve Tuck and “settler/trespasser/scholar” K. Wayne Yang call 
                                                          
75 Mahmood Mamdani, “Beyond Settler and Native as Political Identities: Overcoming the Political Legacy 
of Colonialism,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 43, no. 4 (Oct., 2001): 664. 
 
76 In this and the next section, the word “Land” will be capitalized when referring to the abstract concept as 
well as the physical referent – i.e., Land everywhere and anywhere, as opposed to this particular portion of land 
under my feet.  Rather than the background to a discussion of human dealings or interaction, Land itself is the 
protagonist of this discussion, the one with whom humans interact, and to whom they have a responsibility.   
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Mamdani’s indirect-rule colonialism, external (exogenous/exploitation) colonialism, defining it 
as the “expropriation of fragments of Indigenous worlds, animals, plants and human beings, 
extracting them in order to transport them to – and build the wealth, the privilege, or feed the 
appetites of – the colonizers, who get marked as the first world.”77  Perpetual war/war 
preparation is called military colonialism and is a function of external colonialism: military 
colonialism requires “the creation of war fronts/frontiers against enemies to be conquered, and 
the enlistment of foreign land, resources, and people into military operations.”78  Internal 
colonialism –  the “biopolitical and geopolitical management of people, land, flora and fauna 
within the ‘domestic’ border of the imperial nation” – involves the many ways the metropole or 
colonizing country controls people within its borders.  This includes the establishment of 
schools, prisons, ghettos, and other institutions that “ensure the ascendancy of a nation and its 
white [sic] elite.”   
Settler colonialism, Tuck and Yang argue, is a combination of external and internal 
colonialism, which occurs when a conquering group remains and grows to represent the majority 
on the colonized land.79  Settler colonialism not only means that the “horizons” of the settler 
colonial nation state are “total,” but that there is “no spatial separation between metropole and 
colony.”80  This complete absorption of Indigenous lands insists not only on the “total 
                                                          
 
77 Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang, “Decolonization is Not a Metaphor,” Decolonization: Indigeneity, 
Education and Society 1, no. 1 (2012): 4, 5. 
 
78 Ibid. Andrea Smith discusses military colonialism as its own “logic” in the settler colonial context, and 
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79 See supra note 35.   
 
80 Tuck and Yang, “Decolonization,” 3, 5.  See also 17-18. 
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appropriation of Indigenous life,” but settler control over the land and everything on it.81  The 
complete settler domination over Indigenous lands, and the subsequent fracture of Indigenous 
relationship to the Land (whether through theft of the Land or of Indigenous peoples 
themselves), represent “a profound epistemic, ontological, cosmological violence… [that] is 
reasserted each day of occupation.”82  Patrick Wolfe notes that this constant reassertion makes 
settler colonialism “a structure and not an event.”83 Andrea Smith argues that colonialism – 
rather than a system in and of itself – is one “logic” of White supremacy, which is comprised of 
three “logics” that are different but interconnected.84  The logic of “slaveability”/antiblack 
racism is the foundation of capitalism, while the logic of genocide is the foundation for 
colonialism.85  Citing Edward Said, A. Smith asserts that orientalism “anchors” war.86   
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83 As quoted in Tuck and Yang, “Decolonization,” 5.  Tuck and Yang cite “Settler Colonialism and the 
Elimination of the Native,” Journal of Genocide Research 8, no. 4 (2007): 387-409. 
 
84 Andrea Smith, “Indigeneity, Settler Colonialism, White Supremacy,” Global Dialogue 12, no. 2 (2010), 
accessed February 8, 2014, http://www.worlddialogue.org/content.php?id=488. 
 
85 Tuck and Yang argue that “capitalism and the state are technologies of colonialism, developed over time 
to further colonial projects,” citing historical instances of non-capitalist colonialism as predecessors of “the current 
colonial era” that stretches back to Columbus’ stumbling onto the Americas.  Unless one takes into account, 
however, their definition of internal colonialism, the theory of capitalism’s solely being a function of colonialism 
could not hold against the examples of capitalist regions that are not colonizers.  Because of the difficulties involved 
in clearly applying this theory to all capitalist societies, this study will employ Smith’s “three logic” theory.  See 
Tuck and Yang, “Decolonization,” 4. 
In the same way that the logic of Indigenous genocide continues in the settler colonial nation-state, so too 
does the logic of slaveability.  Saidiya Harman explains this when she notes that “[i]f slavery persists as an issue in 
the political life of black America, it is not because of an antiquarian obsession with bygone days or the burden of a 
too-long memory, but because black lives are still imperiled and devalued by a racial calculus and a political 
arithmetic that were entrenched centuries ago.  This is the afterlife of slavery – skewed life chances, limited access 
to health and education, premature death, incarceration, and impoverishment.  I, too, am the afterlife of slavery.” 
Saidiya Hartman, Lose Your Mother: A Journey along the Atlantic Slave Route (New York: Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux, 2007), 6.  See also 129-130.  
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This study recognized the settler colony in part of the wider, multi-faceted Western 
colonial context, and that while the experiences across the wider context are not identical, they 
are related and may be discussed in terms of this relation. As the Limes family’s story is situated 
within the United States, however – and, particularly, in the segregated southern United States 
and a northern ghetto – a discussion of the settler colonial context is of primary importance.   
Family, Community, Kin 
In the settler colony, the Indigenist researcher understands that academic exploration 
within the community, which includes family members, carries a level of responsibility for the 
community that extends beyond member-checking and monetary gifts for participants.  I was 
reminded of this when interviewing my mother for a project in 2010.  While this interview 
immediately troubled the notions that I had about the roles of the interviewer and interviewee in 
the research interview process, I am now thankful that it happened that way.  The questions, 
“Who am I as a researcher?”, “What are my subject positions in relation to my… participants?” 
and “How do I ask interview questions?” became much more urgent. 87  When interviewing my 
mother, I kept in mind my responsibilities to her as her daughter; not only did I have to ask my 
questions with reverence and respect, but there would invariably be questions that I would not 
ask and there would be subjects in my reflection that I would not address.  It is anathema to the 
culture in which I was raised – which taught me to unquestioningly respect my elders – to 
present my mother in a negative light.  So, though my research question was not particularly 
sensitive, I knew that I would be asking my questions and presenting and discussing my mother’s 
answers in a way that would honor her privacy and self-esteem.88  I knew I needed to create 
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88 Though not a work based on Indigenist research, see ibid.,70. 
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those documents in a way that – even if she did not particularly like or agree with what she read, 
even if she was surprised or amused by what she said – would not shame her when she read 
them.   
While the parameters of my cultural upbringing sometimes influenced, sometimes 
hindered what could be characterized as Western research practice, I considered my mother as 
part of my academic readership.  Her words were not things that I could record, analyze, then 
take to others without her involvement; that would have been stealing.  Back then, I thought that 
interviewees’ words belong to them, regardless of how researchers wanted to use them.  Their 
giving us their words, their explaining their lives and thoughts were gifts, regardless of whatever 
comparatively small compensation they received in the process.  At the time, I thought that 
researchers had an obligation not only to show participants the way their words were presented, 
but to include them in the benefits of their words.   
My self-questioning was the beginning of my connections with an Indigenist paradigm. 
My sense of obligation, responsibility, and respect for my mother as the owner of her own words 
are similar to the prioritizing of kinship that Cherokee scholar Daniel Heath Justice argues is a 
defining factor in Indigenous understanding of self and being.  Noting that kinship is the 
“recognition of some sort of relationship between and among peoples,” Justice notes that the 
relationships can and should “extend beyond the human to encompass degrees of kinship with 
other peoples, from the plants and animals to the sun, moon, thunder, and other elemental 
forces.”89 Though called “relationality” by Shawn Wilson, both scholars note that it is this 
connection to the people and the Land that forges the Indigenous individual’s identity and 
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selfhood.90  Both also shift the parts of speech for this connection:  while Wilson asserts that, 
rather than being “in” relationships, “we are the relationships that we hold and are part of,” 
Justice argues that kinship is “something we do – actively, thoughtfully, respectfully.”91 These 
definitions, while somewhat distinct from each other, emphasize the same idea: our relationship 
with the world defines what and who we are, and our actions and even our existence are simply 
myriad manifestations of relationship.  
When the dominant White supremacist paradigm understands people involved in 
kinship’s “delicate web of rights and responsibilities” as subhuman due to its recognition of 
Whiteness as the marker of humanity, the people’s recognition of their own kinship systems 
becomes a political act.92  This is the case in settler colonies, including the United States.  
Indigenous theories of kinship and relationality, which are anathema to the “individualist ethos 
of Eurowestern academe,” resist the “erasure of kinship bonds” that the Western settler colonial 
nation-state requires. 93 As opposed to the nationhood of settler colonies, which depend on 
assimilation and militarism, Indigenous nationhood depends upon the “contours of kinship.”94   
Justice explains that Indigenous nationhood is  
an understanding of a common social interdependence with the community, the 
tribal web of kinship rights and responsibilities that link the People, the land, and 
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the cosmos together in an ongoing and dynamic system of mutually affecting 
relationships.95 
This understanding brings an ‘erased’ people back into the “physical realm of the participatory,” 
returning the Others into the sphere of “peoplehood.”96  This return to humanness and a new (or, 
very, very old) definition of the nation resists the dominant Western definitions: they cannot both 
exist in the same place at the same time, after all.  One has to win out.  Because, as mentioned 
above, the academy has been aiding and abetting the modern colonial enterprise, researchers 
interested in pushing back against this enterprise – to decolonize – should be willing to do so 
within and through academic practice and with the participation and support of the community.  
The concept of academic decolonization is sometimes solely understood as the 
introduction of marginalized narratives into the academy.  To be sure, such introduction is 
important and necessary, and these marginalized voices should be a primary focus in the work of 
Indigenist researchers.  However, decolonization is not a metaphor for all social justice 
initiatives or resistance of oppression against all marginalized groups.97  Indeed, decolonization 
“doesn’t have a synonym”98:  one of its primary goals is Indigenous land repatriation and self-
determination.  And while not all Indigenous research methodologists discuss decolonization in 
these terms, any definition of decolonization that excludes a discussion of Indigenous land 
repatriation and self-determination may indeed represent important social justice or anti-
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oppression initiatives, but it does not represent decolonization.99  In fact, even an anticolonial 
critique is not necessarily synonymous with a decolonizing one: anticolonial demands that 
include Indigenous lands and resources as part of their spoils are, in part, demands to re-occupy 
Native lands.100 To push back against the colonial system, those interested in decolonization 
across the variety of colonial contexts should understand it as permanently breaking the 
“relentless structuring of the triad” of “settler-native-slave,” which means:  
1. Repatriating Native land 
2. Abolishing contemporary forms of enslavement 
3. “[D]ismantling the imperial metropole.”101 
Indigenist researchers must therefore keep these imperatives in mind in all aspects of their work, 
particularly in their interactions with marginalized communities, Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
alike.  
L.T. Smith expounds upon the history of Western research when she notes that  
[r]esearch within late-modern and late-colonial conditions continues relentlessly 
and brings with it a new way of exploration, discovery, exploitation and 
appropriation.  Researchers enter communities armed with goodwill in their front 
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pockets and patents in their back pockets, they bring medicine into villages and 
extract blood for genetic analysis.  No matter how appalling their behaviors, how 
insensitive and offensive their personal actions may be, their acts and intentions 
are always justified as being for the ‘good of mankind.’... The global hunt for new 
knowledges, new materials, new cures… brings new threats to indigenous 
communities.102  
While L.T. Smith speaks here of intrusion into Indigenous communities regardless of the 
particular colonial context, Western researchers across the Western colonized world have 
intruded into many communities that were not considered powerful or intelligent enough to resist 
or understand the intrusion.  Indigenist researchers should be willing to immediately resist 
colonizing academic practices by changing the dynamics of the academy’s involvement with the 
marginalized community within whatever colonial context they find themselves.  They must also 
be sure not to essentialize ‘the community.’  Justice notes that communities are not “stable” or 
“static,” but instead are “ever-adaptive” and require mental, spiritual, and physical ritual in order 
to exist.103  Researchers must balance the immediate decolonizing practice of (non-static, ever-
adaptive) community involvement in/responsibility for research with the larger decolonizing goal 
of righting the centuries-old wrong of Indigenous land theft and enslavement.   
While this theft and enslavement will be discussed more in the next section, it is 
important here to note that the Indigenist researcher’s work within the settler colonial context 
must in part be grounded in his understanding of the community’s role in the continued and 
present colonization of Indigenous lands, and what decolonization would mean in the lives of 
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those community members.  Indeed, the matter of decolonization is not abstract, nor is it to be 
taken lightly.  Decolonization should be a concern for all interested in righting the wrongs of this 
settler colonial nation-state for the sake of ourselves, our kin and our community, and for those 
who understand that righting these wrongs will only occur when we go back to the beginnings of 
the problem – the theft from and of Indigenous people. 
Land/Space and the Indigenous Question  
Connection to the Land is of primary importance in any discussion of indigeneity.  As 
noted above, the Indigenous understanding of self-identity is connected to an individual’s and 
community’s understanding of their location in the universe, the waterway they need for 
survival, and the ground on which they stand.  However, questions about the Land are also 
important for the Indigenist because these questions mark the Indigenous as Indigenous in the 
first place. This study understands Indigenous people as “those who have creation stories, not 
colonization stories, about how we/they came to be in a particular place – indeed how we/they 
came to be a place.”104  While there are some arguments that an oppressed group’s longtime 
residence in a region can eventually translate into indigeneity, this assertion can obscure the 
specific plight of theft from and of Indigenous people, and how that plight is not the same thing 
as other types of oppression or marginalization.105  As will be discussed further, this study did 
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not assume this definition of ‘translatable’ indigeneity.  As this study focused on regions in the 
United States, the indigenousness of the people that were in these lands before European arrival 
and that were taken from their lands for European benefit are important identities that cannot and 
should not be transferred to people with different experiences, even though those experiences are 
just as significant.  This study’s theoretical discussion of indigeneity, then, is based on 
Indigenous Americans and Africans, their indigenous identity, and how that identity may apply 
to their descendants. 
A. Smith’s discussion of the logics of slaveability and genocide are of particular 
importance in this study’s discussion of the Indigenous identity, as its narratives were based on 
regions within the settler colonial nation state, rather than one of Mamdani’s nation-states that 
emerged from indirect-rule colonialism.  Mamdani asserts that while all “natives” are colonized, 
not all “nonnatives” are colonizers, and that both “master races” and “subject races” fall into the 
“nonnatives” category.  In the case of indirect-rule colonialism, non-Indigenous immigrants were 
constructed as non-Indigenous, often performing a “middleman function” between European 
colonizers and the native population.106  These middlemen’s position “was marked by petty 
privilege economically and preferential treatment legally,” and, as they were included in the 
racial hierarchy, the non-Indigenous immigrant enjoyed the colonialist reputation of possessing 
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some degree of “civilizing influence” that the natives themselves would never have.107  Thus, 
Mamdani argues, political identities should be understood as something different from economic 
or cultural ones, and race and ethnicity should be understood as political rather than biological or 
cultural.   
While perhaps applicable in the case of the indirect-rule colony, Mamdani’s discussion of 
identity does not completely hold in the case of settler colonies like the United States.  In African 
colonial nations, the designations of Native/Indigenous and Black could be used interchangeably 
or not, depending on the benefit to the colonizer.  However, these categories are quite distinct in 
the United States, as they apply two different logics of White supremacy.  As capitalism 
“ultimately commodifies all workers,” the “liminal category” of Blackness links biology, 
economics, and politics and creates a group which, merely by fact of birth, is permanently at the 
bottom of the racial-economic hierarchy and, through civic law, will remain there.108  A. Smith 
notes that non-Blacks in the settler colony allow themselves to be commodified at varying 
degrees because the fact that they are not Black allows them to imagine the “opportunity to 
escape the commodification of capitalism.”109  Unlike Mamdani’s findings, race in the settler 
colony cannot always imply a level of civilization, as Blackness in the United States has been 
constructed as a racial category to move away from, not toward.   
Further, while it is often argued – and quite understandably – that Blacks have 
experienced genocidal treatment in the settler colony, White supremacist disregard for the health 
and safety of Diasporic Black bodies should not be confused with genocide.  Indeed, within the 
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logic of antiblack racism and slaveability, an important feature of settler colonialism 
enslavement is that “excess labor” is taken from human bodies, rendering them “commodities of 
labor and therefore it is the slave’s person that is the excess.”110  The question of a slave’s 
owning land in the settler colonial system is moot in that the slave’s presence on the Land 
outside of working it is “already an excess that must be dis-located.”111  While this excess 
renders the slave’s “person underneath” quite disposable, in the case of Black slaveability, White 
supremacy benefits from the growth of the Black population rather than the extermination of it.  
Racialization in the settler colony, while typically representing erasure for Indigenous people, 
meant the expansion of the number of Blacks: the ‘one-drop rule’ meant that as more people 
qualified as Black, there were more people to enslave or, later, press into the service of Whites.  
Thus, while Black bodies were disposable on an individual basis and their non-slave personhood 
was superfluous, their general increase was required by the larger settler colonial system.     
For Native Americans, the same ‘one-drop rule’ was (and is) “subtractive”: while White 
“miscegenation” with Blacks meant more Blacks for the settler colonial system, White 
“miscegenation” with Indigenous people meant fewer people that were seen as “authentic” 
Native Americans, and, in turn, fewer people could (and can) convincingly present a rightful 
Indigenous claim to land.112  Quite ironically, White people that claim even an iota of Indigenous 
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ancestry can lay claim, even if only superficially, to Indigenous possessions and experiences, or 
at least absolve themselves of some responsibility in their nation’s settler colonial origins.113  As 
opposed to the need for Blackness for the state’s capitalist system to continue, then, Indigeneity 
in the settler colonial nation-state is predicated upon erasure.  This “logic of genocide,” as A. 
Smith calls it, “holds that indigenous people must disappear.  In fact, they must always be 
disappearing, in order to enable non-indigenous peoples’ rightful claim to land.”114  Further, 
despite this disappearance’s ongoing nature, it must be relegated to the past in order to justify 
present settler colonial presence on the land.  It follows, then, that Indigenous peoples often go 
“unseen,” whether through settler colonial judicial and policing practices that render them 
outside the purview of the state and thus left to their own devices; through Indigenous removal to 
reserves and reservations; or through Indigenous melding with the dominant White group.  
Though very different types of erasure, their combination allows for the pushing away of and 
rendering silent whatever indigeneity that Whiteness cannot absorb, while permitting the White 
assumption of indigeneity whenever possible.  A. Smith asserts that Indigenous proximity to 
Whiteness allows the Indigenous to “disappear into white society,” so that Whiteness becomes “a 
weapon of genocide used against Native peoples in which White people demonstrate their 
possessive investment not simply in Whiteness, but also in Nativeness.”115  As noted above, 
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Blacks in the settler colony, by definition, can never be White.  This distinction is advantageous 
to White supremacy.  Equally advantageous is Indigenous absorption into White society, which 
permits Whites to claim all that had heretofore belonged to Native Americans.  Whether through 
intentional Indigenous slaughter perpetuated by White settlers, legal proceedings that explicitly 
and unabashedly privileged the Whites, Indigenous relegation to reserves and reservations after 
the theft of their land, or absorption into White society, genocide has been the settler colonial 
response to Indigeneity.  
Narrative/the Story 
In his chapter “The Art of Indigenous Knowledge: A Million Porcupines Crying in the 
Dark,” Indigenous scholar Thomas King, who claims Cherokee and Greek ancestry, notes that 
“[t]he truth about stories is that that’s all we are.”116 In her piece “It Was a Dark and Stormy 
Night; or, Why Are We Sitting about the Campfire?”  American writer Ursula Le Guin states 
that the human desire to tell stories is based on bearing witness.  As she directly reminds the 
reader of the storyteller’s presence (such as the rune-carver who etched “Tolfink carved these 
runes in this stone”) and alludes to the teller of tales (we are reminded of anamnesis, Jesus’ 
urging ritual cannibalism in his remembrance), Le Guin identifies the basic theme of all 
storytelling: I will remind them that I was here.117 Le Guin asserts that storytellers “bear witness, 
true or false” to connect us to each other, and though, as T. King asserts, stories are “medicine” 
that can do good or harm, their ability to tether us to each other inevitably carries us toward the 
conclusion of our collective story. 118  Le Guin reminds us of this: “In the tales, in the telling, we 
                                                          
116 Thomas King, “The Art of Indigenous Knowledge: A Million Porcupines Crying in the Dark,” in 
Handbook of the Arts in Qualitative Research, ed. J. Gary Knowles and Ardra L. Cole (Los Angles: Sage, 2008), 14. 
 
117 Ursula K. Le Guin, "It Was a Dark and Stormy Night; or, Why Are We Huddling Around the 
Campfire?" Critical Inquiry (Autumn 1980): 198. 
 
118 Ibid., 198; T. King, “The Art of Indigenous Knowledge,” 14. 
48 
 
are all one blood…. [W]e will all come to the end together, and even to the beginning: living, as 
we do, in the middle.”119 
Italian scholar Carlo Ginzburg indicates a similar reason for storytelling, arguing that the 
main purpose of a storyteller’s story is to prevent her existence from simply melting into, at 
death, the landscape from which it emerged.  Ginzburg contends that storytellers are the 
conceptual progeny of ancient hunters, who constructed narratives of their prey’s actions based 
on clues the prey left behind.  Senegalese scholar Cheikh Anta Diop asserts that stories of what 
happened and how – a special classification of the Story that we call history – are how humans 
understand themselves; indeed, people that lack story lack culture… and risk loss of self. 120  
Diop asserts that “a people without an historical conscience” is merely “a population,” as what is 
important to people is not the ability to “claim a more or less grandiose historical past,” but to be 
“simply pervaded by this sense of continuity.”121  Humans cannot relive the past, nor do we need 
to; we do need a story of the past in order to understand ourselves, and, for better or for worse, 
any story will do.   
The Story has been integral to the Western academy as well.  Ginzburg asserts that we in 
the academy use metonymy just like these ancients did: in the same way a hunter knew that a 
paw print or a tuft of fur represented the entire animal, academicians use the physical objects that 
are available to conjecture (conjure up?) a narrative of a phenomenon’s existence or 
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occurrence.122  The Western academic enterprise, then, requires conjecture and imagination in 
order to tell a whole story that can only ever be known in part – we can never know everything, 
after all. Western academia depends upon the Story.  Though it will be described at length later, 
it is important to note that the field of history – rather than being the simple reporting of an 
unchanging, unchangeable entity called the past – is better understood as the use of clues to 
construct one story rather than another.  Theory can also be understood as an exercise in 
storytelling, or, more specifically, “telling stories about stories.”123  Canadian First Nations 
scholar Lee Maracle avers that researchers waste our time by “deleting character, plot, and story 
from theoretical arguments” and miring our discussion in “a language no one can grasp.”124 Such 
obfuscation allows academicians to convince ourselves of our own objectivity, the wider public 
of our authority, and both ourselves and the public that we can and should “make decisions on 
behalf of others.”125  Even though the academy has gone to these great lengths to prove 
otherwise, the Story is in fact present in “every line” of theory.  Maracle further asserts that 
while researchers make a distinction between the “human condition” and the “human 
experience” – the former being the subject of theory, the latter the subject of literature – theory is 
actually “useless outside of human application.”126  Because of this, theory is only ever 
understood and made useful in the context of human experience and is best expressed through 
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the self-conscious story.  Maracle expounds upon this by noting that “no thought is understood 
outside of humanity’s interaction. So we present thought through story, human beings doing 
something, real characters working out the process of thought and being.”127  The Story, then, is 
based on the “theoretical perception of social reality” that is “tested in the crucible of human 
social practice.”128  I assert that theoretical perception without the test of human experience is a 
tradition that is peculiar to the Western academy, which presents the human condition “in a 
language separate from the human experience: passion, emotion, and character.” This practice 
presents humanity in a way that runs contrary to the ways we understand each other and the 
world.  This strange way of discussing our world creates a division between those that 
understand and can speak this ‘new language’ and those that do not.   
Ginzburg and Maracle show that the Western academy in general and theory in particular 
are based on a particular story:  There is truth, which has happened or is happening and can be 
observed.  That truth is called fact.  Error and fiction are the opposites of the truth-fact.  The 
academy is the disseminator of truth-fact, and not error-fiction, except in occasional instances.  
Those occasional instances are called art.   
This is not a story.  This is truth-fact.129 
While L.T. Smith acknowledges that this story has been incalculably destructive, Wilson 
and others discuss other stories, other possibilities.  Wynter insists that we write a new story.130  
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These discussions give credence to T. King’s and Justice’s assertion that all we are is stories: the 
narrative is the way that we understand ourselves and the world around us.131  A metaphor based 
on extended metaphors, the narrative, based on language, is the way that we know our lives.  
Because of this, collecting and telling stories as research practice is not something wholly set 
apart from the academic; in fact, as the academy is based on narrative-like construction, as it is 
the perpetuator of a set of beliefs and assertions, and as it is dependent upon its own story of 
itself in order to justify its existence, storytelling practice is an important part of research 
practice.  Indeed, it has been there all along.   
For Indigenists, storytelling is an intentional, political act: Aman Sium and Eric Ritskes 
note that “[i]n the face of extermination, the articulation of Indigenous stories, epistemologies, 
and cultural groundings are inherently resistant and threatening.”132  Justice asserts that 
Indigenous stories “define relationships, between nations as well as individuals, and those 
relationships imply presence,” resisting the dominant Western narrative of the necessity and fact 
of Indigenous erasure.133 The continued existence of Indigenous people – and, thus, Indigenous 
narratives – has the potential to provide a context for life and thought outside of the dominant 
Western paradigm, as they can hail back to a time before Western dominance and, in many 
cases, to survival despite it.  Sium and Ritskes also note that Indigenous storytelling is a 
“remapping project” that can “unmake colonial borders” that were once understood to be sacred 
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and inviolable.134  Indigenous storytelling is “agentic and participatory” rather than a method 
imposed from the outside, and stories can represent, among many other things, “acts of creative 
rebellion,” rather than pleasant pastimes.135  Indigenist researchers’ privileging Indigenous 
storytelling through autoethnography, “traditional storytelling” or other narrative form is far 
more than the slapdash “‘identity politics’” that dominant academic voices may claim it to be, 
then, because these storytelling methods are part of an intentional wider resistance against the 
dominant narrative that justifies Western devastation of indigeneity and Indigenous 
communities, rather than a ploy for Western recognition and acceptance.  On the contrary, this 
storytelling is “integral to the integrity of the [decolonization] movement” as it is tied to the 
“material realities of the people whose lives bear the scars of colonialism and the long histories 
of resistance and triumph.”136   
Indigenist storytelling differs from other academic storytelling methods, from the 
conventional collection of oral history to the writing of theory, because it prioritizes community 
and storyteller responsibility and accountability.  Storytellers – including griots and elders, 
“scared knowledge keepers” and medicine people, Indigenist observers and researchers – have a 
responsibility to their audience that is both intellectual and spiritual, just as the listener has a 
responsibility to act upon and/or remember what he has heard.137  Mallory Whiteduck asserts that 
storytelling itself is an “act of ceremony,” and that stories would be seen as interchangeable with 
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history and theory, but for the priority that writing is accorded over orality.138  She further notes 
that stories are “open-ended processes for speaking reclamation and resurgence, dialogue and 
contestation” and are integral in the “cycle of renewal and recreation.”139  The Indigenist 
storyteller has their audience in mind, remembering that they have three “readers”: their family, 
their immediate community, and the wider community that the storyteller may not know 
personally but whose members think and work for the benefit of oppressed people.  The reader 
has a responsibility to understand “every permutation in these stories,” and to eventually pass 
them down to younger generations.140  Citing Weaver’s concept of “commutism” (community 
and activism), Whiteduck avers that those involved in writing about Indigenist storytelling must 
be sure to 1) take knowledge from the community respectfully; 2) use their gift to build on that 
knowledge; and 3) take that built-upon knowledge back to the community.141 
The beginnings of a decolonial discussion, then, rewrite the Western narrative for 
community benefit.  While obviously multi-faceted, this rewriting includes a revision of 
historical study performed by the West, as the academic field of history is dependent upon a 
particular story of itself and, as it is situated within the academy, a particular story of the West 
and the non-West.  The practice of Indigenist storytelling exemplifies how a different world can  
                                                          
138 Whiteduck, “‘But it’s our story,’” 73.  Here, Whiteduck cites LeAnne Howe, “The Story of America: A 
Tribalography,” in Clearing a Path: Theorizing the Past in Native American Studies, ed. N. Shoemaker, 29-50 (New 
York: Routledge, 2002). 
 
139 Whiteduck, “‘But it’s our story,’” 73. 
 
140 Ibid., 74. 
 
141 Ibid., 76.  Here, Whiteduck cites J. Weaver, That the People Might Live: Native American Literatures 
and Native American Community (New York: Oxford UP, 1997). 
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be imagined and created.  Indeed, in the same way that the West’s story of itself is the foundation 
for real-world, real-life action, the creation and relaying of narrative that imagines a different 
can, too, be the foundation for such action.   
 
  
55 
 
Afropessimism 
 
When I note that I am not an Indigenous person, what I am really saying is, I am not 
African.  No one would assume, after all, that I am Native American or White.  I never stroll 
down the streets to be accidentally greeted in Hindi or Farsi or Urdu or Mandarin or Tagalog – 
themselves languages with their own histories of colonization.  Even when I have had to field 
questions like, “What are you?” and “Where are you from?” – in times when my hair was longer 
and straighter, or completely shaved, or covered in a hijab – the questioner knew that I was an 
American of at least some African descent.  She just thought that maybe my parents had recently 
immigrated to the United States from an African country, or that my ancestors were enslaved in 
the Caribbean before coming here, or that I was the child of parents who loved each other across 
boundaries of race and ethnicity.  While the reasons for these assumptions are numerous, 
generally problematic, and out of the scope of this paper, it is important to note that the 
interlocutors always assumed that I had African ancestry, at least.  Their questions pertained to 
other pieces of my supposed puzzle, but not the African one.  Of that, there was no question. 
I would love to identify as an African.  I would relish pointing to an African country (or 
various countries) on the map and feeling something – pride or despair, anger or hope.   
Tanzania, Chad, and Angola mean as much to me as Saudi Arabia, Brazil, or Vietnam.  There is 
a thread with which I can link myself and each of those lands, with which I may identify with the 
people there in some way.  I know that the thread is a thin one, however, and will easily snap 
under scrutiny – my scrutiny, the scrutiny of people from those countries, the scrutiny of anyone 
in between.  I cannot claim an ancestral link to any region in Africa any more than I can any 
other region outside of the United States.  Despite what I and everyone else assumes is my 
African ancestry, then, I neither feel an emotional nor possess a documented connection to any 
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region of the Continent.  People may look at me and see the African “in” me, but that is only 
because of my skin color and, perhaps ironically, my ignorance about my ancestral origins.  If 
those things are the only links I have to indigeneity, they are not nearly enough.  In the same way 
that Saidiya Hartman realized during her trip to Ghana that “a black face didn’t make me kin,”142 
I understand that my African ancestry does not make me an African.  In fact, the reasons that I 
possess African ancestry make me more a product of America than I would ever want to 
admit.143   
Hartman expounds upon this disconnect.  Discussing the slave as the “native stranger” 
and “eternal alien,” Hartman asserts that, “[c]ontrary to popular belief, Africans did not sell their 
brothers and sisters into slavery.  They sold strangers.”144  Further, the alienation that Blacks in 
the Diaspora have felt, including Black Americans, is based on the understanding that we do not 
belong anywhere: while global White supremacy makes life in the Diaspora hostile at best, there 
can be no genuine reversal of the attempted theft of indigeneity that was the transatlantic slave 
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143 Hartman documents a Black American expatriate’s discussion of this: “‘When you really really realize 
you are not African,’ one expatriate admitted, ‘it’s the loneliest moment of your life, and if you can withstand that, 
you can make it here.”  Ibid., 45-46.  Also see ibid. 130.  
 
144 Ibid., 5.  Scholars disagree with this point.  Diouf discusses West African enslavement patterns as a 
matter of co-religiousness and political upheaval rather than familiarity or lack thereof, asserting that “Africans did 
not sell other Africans indiscriminately,” but for specific reasons at specific times.  While some political and 
“politico-religious” wars – whose prisoners were sold to the West – occurred due to legitimate conflicts within the 
region, other West African rulers waged war in order to sell war prisoners to Europeans. Other wars erupted in order 
to stop rulers from engaging in the trade. The famed slave raids and individual kidnappings of this era occurred both 
because of and apart from these wider conflicts. Diouf also notes that the mobility of Muslim traders and teachers 
“made them particularly vulnerable to human predators.” So, “Muslims sold ‘unbelievers’ to the Europeans because 
Islam allowed it,” and “‘[p]agan’ rulers, for their part, sold Muslims to the Europeans because of their religion.”  
While the reasons behind the sale of West Africans to Europeans varied, then, Diouf does not argue that West 
Africans were expressly selling people that they did not know or with whom they had little connection. Sylviane A. 
Diouf, Servants of Allah: African Muslims Enslaved in the Americas (New York: New York University Press, 1998), 
18, 23, 41.   
Holloway also makes note of the disintegration of the Wolof Empire and the “power vacuum” that helped 
increase kidnappings in that region.  See Holloway, “The Origins of African American Culture,” in Africanisms in 
American Culture, ed. Joseph E. Holloway (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990/2005), 22. 
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trade.  As aforementioned, the term Black describes the descendants of this country’s caste of 
enslavement/servitude.  Stolen from their homelands to become “stranger[s] in a strange land” to 
everyone including themselves, they were to be transformed into “blank and passive 
automatons.”145  They were to become negroes, “people of no country,” whose ties with their 
lands of origin – their indigeneity – was to be intentionally obliterated.  Hartman expounds on 
this: 
In every slave society, slave owners attempted to eradicate the slave’s memory, 
that is, to erase all evidence of an existence before slavery.  This was as true in 
Africa as in the Americas.  A slave without a past had no life to avenge.  No time 
was wasted yearning for home, no recollections of a distant country slowed her 
down as she tilled the soil, no image of her mother came to mind when she looked 
into the face of her child… The absentminded posed no menace.146 
As soon as the African was stolen from their community, then, they became strangers, orphans 
without a motherland, supposed machines.  Their descendants in the Diaspora,147 particularly in 
the United States, may know some things about their ancestry and their homeland, but rarely 
much.  Black Americans cannot recite a litany of forebears, nor squirm under the otherworldly 
gaze of ten known generations of ancestors.  Any connection forged to a land outside of the one 
that necessitates our enslavement/servitude is, at best, crafted from careful study and deliberate 
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146 Ibid., 155.  While more of a rhetorical choice than a literal one, there are numerous scholars that would 
strongly disagree with Hartman’s use of the word “absentminded” here, as well as the indication that a rupture from 
one’s home and history leads to docility.  Asante argues that ‘[n]o displaced people have ever completely lost the 
form of their previous culture,” and Stuckey discusses the ways that enslaved people from Africa and the Americas 
combined the remaining vestiges of their African cultural memory in order to resist, sometimes violently, their 
White oppressors. Asante, “African Elements, 67; also see Sterling Stuckey, Slave Culture: Nationalist Theory and 
the Foundations of Black America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987).  
 
147 Hartman asserts that Diaspora is “really just a euphemism for stranger.” Ibid., 215. 
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outreach rather than any extant, unbroken bonds between people there and here.  And while there 
exist some examples that refute this – Diasporic communities able to retain some linguistic or 
cultural remnants of indigeneity; serendipitous encounters that reveal long-lost kinship; 
Diasporic Blacks that are adopted and/or championed by Indigenous African communities – the 
majority of us cling to little more than an inexplicable superstition or two, or the use of creole 
languages that others think prove a lack of intelligence, or an aesthetic that we are supposed to 
ignore, excuse, or hide.  But we will not. 
As noted above, such disconnect from any true claim of indigeneity could make me and 
other Black Americans the ultimate American: this nation exists because of us, and we exist 
because of it.  While Black American claims to royal African ancestry are generally suspect, the 
claim that this country would not exist without our work is not.148  At the same time, the 
attempted erasure of Diasporic links to African indigenousness created the Black-as-slave, 
Black-as-servant.  Contrary to other arguments, I do not think there is any way to undo an 
attempted erasure of such mass proportions.  An Indigenist paradigm is not then being employed 
in this study to “consciously or unconsciously peel away from the strength and the terror of [the] 
evidence in order to propose some kind of coherent, hopeful solution to things.”149  We Black 
Americans are descendants of orphans, and there is no way to change this.  In this, I do not 
disagree with Afropessimist analysis that understands Blacks as both the “foundation of the 
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149 Hartman and Wilderson, “Unthought,” 183. Hartman discusses this further: “And that project is 
something I consider obscene: the attempt to make the narrative of defeat into an opportunity for celebration, the 
desire to look at the ravages and the brutality of the last few centuries, but to still find a way to feel good about 
ourselves. That's not my project at all, though I think it's actually the project of a number of people.” Ibid., 185. 
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national order” and as the “position of the unthought” – the primary roles of Blackness in the 
United States.150   
However, I differ with Afropessimist thinkers in that I believe that this violent effort to 
strip millions of Africans of their indigenous connections and identities has placed their Black 
American descendants in a unique position – that of consistent and ever-present reminders that 
humanity can be found in holding on to and building from the vestiges of indigeneity.  Thus, 
while the position of Blackness in the settler colonial ontology is one of negation, Black 
Americans themselves actually represent the importance of indigeneity as a marker of humanity, 
as they have affirmed and recreated their own humanity in the face of White oppression.  It is 
this resilience in the face of oppression that should be the foundation for decolonizing thought 
and action, and it will be discussed in a later section. 
My Positionality 
A descendant of slaves in a settler colonial nation-state, particularly an academic, can 
address the question of decolonization, Blackness and indigeneity in a variety of ways.  She can 
decide that the question is too difficult, too impossible to deal with, and focus on other things.  
She can decide that – as someone that is not Indigenous and that experiences her own forms of 
oppression from being a Black person – decolonization is not her problem.  She moves on, works 
toward the liberation of her own people.  She can cling to the paradigms that understand 
Diasporic African people as Indigenous in their own right, work within Indigenous research 
methodologies, and make a space for herself.  I have considered all of these things during my 
brief tenure as an academic.  However, when I put down the books and articles full of others’ 
research and sit quietly with myself, I can come to terms with some things that I know to be true: 
                                                          
150 Ibid., 183, 184. 
 
60 
 
1. I am a Black person in the United States.    
2. I am not indigenous to any place.  There is no land, no region to which I feel any 
particular connection.  I hold no stories in my heart that link my being to any time or 
any place.151 
3. Despite my lack of indigeneity and the oppression that I experience as a Black person 
in the United States, I am aware that the first oppressive acts of the settler colonial 
system that created me were the theft of Indigenous land and life within current the 
U.S. borders.  I believe that responsibly resisting this system entails resisting this first 
oppression as well.  
Because I exist and am writing from within the United States, a settler-colony nation state 
that displaced and/or destroyed multiple Indigenous nations, a powerful way to push back against 
the oppressive system that this country perpetuates is to employ, among other things, the 
methods and theories of peoples whose very existence defies that system.  Speaking back from a 
place of negation is equally important as speaking back from a place of non-existence.   
 
 
                                                          
151 There are different ways that points 1 and 2 have been discussed.  In an interview with Frank Wilderson, 
Saidiya Hartman discusses the enslaved (Black) in this society as representing the “foundation of the national 
order,” “property of enjoyment,” and the “unthought,” and what Wilderson terms as “a subject of a kind of complete 
appropriation.”151 I think of Blackness in this country as the term described to use what I assume to be man’s 
greatest attempt at the creation of the android – the humanoid machine.  Starting a few hundred years ago, millions 
of people, indigenous to one place, were kidnapped, intentionally stripped of their own indigeneity, and expected to 
exist only for the purposes and pleasure of others.  Said another way, I – and people that can claim similar origin – 
exist solely because of the centuries-ago demands of the economic market. See Saidiya V. Hartman and Frank B. 
Wilderson, III, “The Position of the Unthought,” Qui Parle 13, no. 2 (Spring/Summer 2003): 188-189. 
If “Indigenous peoples are those who have creation stories, not colonization stories, about how we/they 
came to be in a particular place – indeed how we/they came to be a place,” then I am not an Indigenous person.  See 
Tuck and Yang, “Decolonization,” 6. I have no understanding of how I came to be or how I came to be where I am 
outside of colonization.  I do not identify with any place.  My lack of indigeneity to any place is another effect of the 
Western attempt at android creation.  As Hartman notes, “[a]n old storehouse built by white men had everything to 
do with who I was in the world, or at least it had no less to do with it than did the great kingdom of Asante or a 
shortsighted plan, hatched by a Dominican friar, for saving the ‘Indians.’” Hartman, Lose Your Mother, 44. 
61 
 
A Disguised Resistance 
During American-enforced enslavement, the attempted stripping of Africans’ indigeneity 
was probably not understood in those terms; rather, taming, breaking of spirits, educating, 
religiously converting, civilizing – those were the purported goals.  The underlying ambition, 
however, was the same: erasing the African’s connection to his language, traditions, history and 
familial bonds in order to create a Black – a body specifically designed to fulfill the physical, 
mental and economic needs of the European-descended White.152 
The Africans were kidnapped and sold along the Western and Central African coast and 
adjacent interiors, a vast region stretching from present-day Senegal to Angola.153  They 
represented numerous ethnic groups, and multiple historical traditions, languages, and 
worldviews.  The typical narrative of American enslavement of Africans is that Whites were 
somehow able to strip Africans of their knowledge of their homelands, primarily due to laws that 
                                                          
152 Though other scholars disagree, E. Franklin Frazier argued that this erasure had indeed occurred: 
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153 While Stuckey names six African regions – Congo-Angola, Nigeria, Dahomey, Togo, the Gold Coast, 
and Sierra Leone – as sites of the trade, Holloway goes into more detail.  Noting that the areas of kidnapping and 
sale stretched from the Senegal River to the Angolan coast, Holloway details the different names slavers used for 
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shows that the majority of Africans brought to this region came from Central Africa. 
Holloway also notes that the kidnapping of people from specific regions was dependent upon American 
demand: people were taken based on the agricultural or animal husbandry knowledge predominant in rural regions, 
and that would best serve the American plantation owner; others were taken based on the high literacy, artisanal 
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demands for domestic workers and artisans.  These groups tended to come from West Africa, an assertion that aligns 
with Diouf’s discussion of the Muslim traditions of literacy and urbanity in Western Africa.   Demand for enslaved 
people to work in the fields was reflected in the demand for people from Central Africa, who were reputed to be 
stronger and better physical laborers that people from other African regions. 
See Diouf, Servants of Allah, 34-41; Holloway, “The Origins of African American Culture”; Stuckey, Slave 
Culture, 11.  
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restricted the enslaved people’s practicing their home religions, speaking their native languages, 
or even gathering in large groups.  In addition, some assert that the eventual mixture of diverse 
tribes during enslavement was also a hindrance to the specific indigenous traditions’ survival.154  
Sterling Stuckey, however, posits an interesting alternative: 
The final gift of African “tribalism” in the nineteenth century was its life as a 
lingering memory in the minds of American slaves. That memory enabled them to 
go back to the sense of community in the traditional African setting to include all 
Africans in their common experience of oppression in North America.155 
Here and later in his work, Stuckey notes that what is understood as the loss of the enslaved 
Africans’ tribal affiliations – and thus, I assert, the loss of their connections with their home 
regions, or their indigeneity – was often a conscious jettisoning, amending or hiding of linguistic 
and cultural practices.  Now in the United States, these Africans decided what of the Old Land 
they needed to keep, what they needed to let go, and, significantly, what they needed to hybridize 
in order to survive in the New Land.  For example, Stuckey notes that the slave ship and its 
attendant trauma as the “first real incubators of slave unity across cultural lines, cruelly revealing 
irreducible links from one ethnic group to the other.”156 Once in North America, there is 
evidence of Muslim Africans’ both practicing elements of their religion despite and transforming 
elements of their religion in order to meet the demands of a new society.157 Indigenous African 
religions – which established for their adherents how they came to be in the world, which were 
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brought over by African priests and faithful, and which were sustained through the work of their 
American-born children – persisted, even under the auspices of the Christian masters and 
churches.158  Languages melded, songs shifted key and beat, medical practices assimilated new 
flora, and histories were amended.  The essence of things remained – such as the lack of 
“division between the sacred and the secular” within African thought – while other things were 
changed.159  Rather than succumbing to White attempts to eradicate their indigeneity, then, the 
enslaved Africans and their American-born children interrogated their traditions and initially 
protected them by preserving, altering or disguising them from the dominant group.  
Other scholars, while agreeing that elements of African culture were transformed and 
hybridized with the enslaved person’s arrival to the Americas, do not indicate that this 
transformation was always a conscious one, but was sometimes an inevitable occurrence due to 
exposure to new groups and new lands.  Robert Farris Thompson discusses the African religious, 
scientific, and artistic elements of current Black traditions throughout the Americas as 
manifestations of African cultures that never left the enslaved people, but reemerged when and 
where they could.  Thompson argues that, for example, the “Yoruba remain the Yoruba precisely 
because their culture provides them with ample philosophic means for comprehending and 
ultimately transcending, the powers that periodically threaten to dissolve them” – a point that 
was as true for Yorubans in West Africa as it was for Yorubans in the Americas.160  Thus, the 
Yoruba-Cuban and Yoruba-Brazilian traditions of outwardly performing Catholicism (as was 
required by the societies in which they found themselves) while secretly practicing “a system of 
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159 Ibid., 24.  For more on the secrecy of slave culture, see pages 24-25, 32-33. 
 
160 Robert Farris Thompson, Flash of the Spirit: African and Afro-American Art and Philosophy (New 
York: Vintage, 1983), 16. 
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thought that was a creative reorganization of their own traditional religion” was not as 
intentionally subversive as it was a consequence of Yoruban thought.161  
As Farris’ assertion about Yoruban tradition and thought shows, other scholars also 
discuss African cultural traditions in the Americas in terms based on specific ethnic groups, 
rather than the conscious melding that Stuckey describes.162 While initially using typically 
Western-recognized names to discuss the geographic regions where African were kidnapped and 
subsequently sold to North Americans, Holloway goes on to discuss the enslaved people in terms 
of their ethnic (tribal) and larger cultural areas.   
Holloway notes that it is “likely that cultural groups living near the centers of trade rather 
than on the peripheries found their way into the slave trade.”163 These groups came from the 
Mande, Mano River, Akan, Sudanic, Niger Cross River, Niger Delta, and Bantu cultural areas.164 
Ethnic groups from the Mande cultural area (Mandingo, Bambara, Melinke, Temne, Sherbro, 
Mende, Kishee, Papel, Goree, Limba, Bola, and Balante) were purchased for domestic service, 
artisanal work, and rice cultivation.  The Yorubans from the Cross River cultural group, as well 
as the Dahomean (Fon) and Fanti of the Akan cultural group, were also desired for domestic 
work.  Akans (Whydah, Pawpaw, Coromantee) were in demand as artisans.  The Vai, Gola, 
Bassa, and Grebo of the Mano River region were kidnapped for their rice cultivation skills.  
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162 Even Stuckey discusses the importance of tribal recognition, particularly in the 1822 conspiracy led by 
Denmark Vesey.  While Vesey sought to join tribes and tribal affiliations in the name of the common cause of all 
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them.  Stuckey avers that in “the Vesey conspiracy the very process by which Africans were being transformed into 
a single people is revealed.”  Stuckey, Slave Culture, 47. 
 
163 Holloway, “The Origins of African American Culture,” 21. 
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Finally, members of sixteen ethnic groups from the Niger Delta and Bantu cultural groups were 
taken to be field slaves: Cabinda, Bakongo, Malimbo, Bambo, Ndungo, Congo, Balimbe, 
Badondo, Bambona, Luba, Loango, Luango, Umbundu, Ovimbundu, Pembe, Imbangala.165 
This extensive list has important implications regarding the African cultural practices of 
enslaved peoples in the British colonies/United States.  First, social, religious, and political 
circumstances in Africa affected the manifestations of ethnic cultural practices in North America.  
For example, Holloway notes that the heterogeneity between the Bambara (who were “anti-
Muslim”) and the Malinke (who were Muslim) could not produce a unified front to effectively 
influence the culture of enslaved people, an assertion supported by Diouf’s discussion of 
interreligious conflict between animist and Muslims in the Senegambian region and their 
subsequent kidnapping and selling members of the opposing group.166  The Wolof were imported 
to the British colonies in large numbers, but were retained as house servants, where frequent 
contact with Whites may have resulted in more of an acculturalization between the British and 
Wolof than would occur with later groups.167  The time of importation is also important: 
Senegambians were heavily imported in the mid- to late eighteenth century, when the political 
strife of the region was at its height.  Both market demands in the United States and political 
cooling of the Senegambian region shifted the kidnapping and sale of Africans further East and 
South along the coast, which implies fewer Senegambians entering and influencing slave culture 
as the period of African enslavement wore on.  
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167 Holloway, “The Origins of African American Culture,” 22. 
66 
 
The nineteenth century influx of enslaved Bantu people, of the cultural group 
predominant in Congo-Angola region, was deeply influential to enslaved Black culture, 
particularly in the southern British colonies, and, later, the southern United States.  Focusing on 
South Carolina, as it was the colony and eventual state that imported the most enslaved people 
directly from Africa, Holloway notes that the Bantus “had the largest constituency in South 
Carolina and possibly in other areas of the southeastern United States as well,” and that, 
“[u]nlike the Senegambians, the Bantus brought… a homogenous culture identifiable as Bantu” 
that undoubtedly influenced the heretofore larger number of West African and West African-
descended slaves.168 Thompson notes that, “as opposed to a prevalent view of Africans – as 
belonging to different ‘tribes,’ speaking different ‘dialects,’ thrown together in the holds of slave 
ships, and hopelessly alienated… -- Africans from Kongo and Angola [which were primarily 
Bantu] shared fundamental beliefs and languages.”169  
In addition to their homogeneity, White use of the Bantu people as field hands meant 
that, unlike the Wolof and other West Africans that were the enslaved majority in the South 
before them, the Bantus had “little or no” contact with Whites, thus preventing the “problem of 
acculturation” that the earlier groups experienced.170  The case of the Georgia and South 
Carolina Black coastal and sea island communities confirms that: areas now famous for their 
preservation of African and African-inspired traditions, these were also the areas where White 
plantation owners and their families, fearing mosquito-borne illnesses of swampy rice 
plantations, often left their rice- and indigo-producing slaves to their own devices. 
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Multiple scholars assert that it was the concentration of one cultural group that shared 
religious and linguistic similarities across its ethnic groups, combined with living and work 
situations that required less contact with Whites, that had a significant cultural effect on the 
surrounding enslaved population.  While scholars discuss Bantu religious influence,171 the Bantu, 
and West African, linguistic influences on what came to be known as Black English have been 
the most pertinent to this study, as it was these influences that were most relevant to my 
participants’ relation of their stories, my transcription of them, and my linguistic choices for my 
fiction writing.   
Asante argues that Black English is based on the “basic components of the African 
experience rather than specific artifacts,” associating the Black English communicative style 
(including grammatical structure and speech behavior) with its African predecessors.172 Selase 
Williams, however, details the influence of the Niger-Congo language group (which includes 
West and Central African linguistic patterns) on the way that descendants of the enslaved 
Africans speak – a language that is alternately called Black American English, African American 
Language, Ebonics, African American Vernacular English, and Black English, among other 
things.173  Rickford and Rickford argue that while its use among Black Americans varies across 
                                                          
171 See Holloway, “The Sacred World of the Gullahs,” Africanisms in American Culture, ed. Joseph E. 
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geography and class, “[t]he fact is that most African Americas do talk differently from whites 
and Americans of other ethnic groups, or at least most of us can when we want to.”174 The anti-
Black racism that has assailed Blacks throughout our history in the United States has also 
inspired derision of the language that Black Americans speak, and rather than it gaining 
recognition as a creole language, Black English is often understood as the language of the 
uneducated by both Black and White Americans, or as slang or ‘lazy’ English.175 Williams 
asserts that, as the majority of the words of Black English (which she calls African American 
Language, or AAL) come from Standard English, “most people conclude that AAL is just an 
aberrant or distorted dialect of English.”176  This erroneous assumption is due to the conflation of 
vocabulary and language, though the former is just one part of the latter.  
Contrary to what its detractors may assume, Black English has a vocabulary that includes 
a host of words that have their origins in West and Central Africa (as does Standard English), 
while certain pronunciation patterns, such as its consonant cluster restrictions and absence 
of/replacement of consonant sounds not present in Niger-Congo languages, indicate relation to 
the linguistic patterns of enslaved Africans.177 Rickford and Rickford discuss some of the most 
widely recognized aspects of Black English, such as the invariant be, the zero copula (absence of 
is or are in certain constructions), and the use of been, as rules in Black English, and Williams 
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175 Ibid., 9; Williams, “The African Character,” 398 
 
176 Williams, “The African Character,” 398. 
 
177 See ibid., 399-420; Holloway, “Africanisms in African American Names,” 93-105. 
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aligns them with similar or structurally identical West and Central African linguistic rules.178  
Finally Holloway extensively discusses African pronunciation and naming patterns in Black 
American names.179 
These scholars do not indicate that Black American creole was created to intentionally 
protect Niger-Congo linguistic traditions from Whites, or that the prevalence of Bantu linguistic 
and religious remnants over that of the Wolof was anything more than a function of African 
political strife and American market demands. Their assertions, then, run counter to Stuckey’s 
proposal of the African and African-descended slaves’ intentional, widespread melding into one 
people, into Blacks. However, all of these scholars, despite their differences, prove an important 
point: despite the ravages of enslavement and subsequent oppression of African and African-
descended people in the Americas throughout the centuries of the modern era, these people, 
whether intentionally or unintentionally, retained or adopted aspects of African indigeneity 
through linguistic and other practices.    
As Western ontology requires Black lack of humanity, confirmed by a supposed lack of 
valuable linguistic, intellectual or spiritual practice, enslavement of these Africans required 
Western attempts to control, if not eradicate, linguistic and spiritual practice while 
simultaneously removing them from the lands of their scientific, literary, and historical 
traditions.180  Whether intentional preservation, or clinging to traditions and languages that 
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179 Holloway, “Africanisms in African American Names,”82-93. 
 
180 It should be noted that this was not the case when this control and eradication benefitted Whites.  In 
times when African cultural and linguistic traditions were kept, such as was the case with White adherents to Vodun 
or in Black medicinal traditions, not all Whites attempted to eradicate or dismiss these traditions so quickly.  On 
Vodun and Voodoo, see Jessie Ruth Gaston, “The Case of Voodoo in New Orleans,” in Africanisms in American 
Culture, ed. Joseph E. Holloway, 111-151 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990/2005);Thompson, Flash of 
the Spirit, 163-191.     
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represent home, the enslaved Africans and their children’s retentions of their cultural and 
linguistic traditions, even when hybridized, represent a resistance to White theft of their 
indigeneity, and thus, their humanity. While I, as a Black American, cannot claim links of 
indigeneity to any region in Africa or the Americas, the above scholars’ arguments are 
instructive: regardless of what I do or do not claim, Black American culture is, first and 
foremost, a hybrid attempt of our African ancestors’ efforts to protect their indigeneity and 
humanity within a society that required their de-indigenation and dehumanization.  My home is 
nowhere: it was taken from my people; we do not remember where it is.  I have no mental maps 
of a community an ocean away.  However, I do feel a kinship with African-descended people 
around the world and am cognizant that my education, class, and resource access do not exclude 
me from the constant threats faced by Black people in America.  Though its words sound like the 
colonizer’s, my language is one of resistance, adaptation, and survival.  This is my condition as a 
Black. 
This Blackness, however, highlights the importance of indigenous practice as opposition 
to settler colonialism: our ancestors fought, whispered, sung, died, hid, built, danced, taught, 
wrote and transformed themselves before the very eyes of White America in order to and as they 
saved their indigeneity, their own humanity, and passed it on to their children.  The result, one to 
three centuries later, surely does not look like anything they could have imagined.  But we Black 
Americans – descendants of orphans, disconnected – are still fighting and singing, building and  
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teaching, writing and transforming.  We improvise from the vestiges of those who lost their 
mother.  We Black Americans are the enslaved African’s proof of humanity in the face of White 
hatred and need.  Even as we watch it ebb, we create our own indigeneity.  And we are its proof. 
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Toward a Black-Indigenist Paradigm 
Black Americans, then, have fought to maintain safe geographical space, protect kinship 
networks, and perpetuate linguistic and cultural patterns when the very socio-economic context 
in which they found themselves required the negation of these three things.181  I argue that it was 
also these three things – which they intentionally or unintentionally amended and hybridized as 
they maintained them within White supremacist context – that reminded Black Americans that 
they were indeed human when the dominant system unceasingly told them they were not.   
While this amending and hybridization led to practices that may now bear little similarity 
to those of their ancestors’ home regions, Blacks’ knowing that they needed these things to 
survive – kin, Space, the Word – is powerfully instructive.  It shows us that what we need to 
resist and live past White supremacist systems, indeed, what makes us human, are the very things 
that these systems attempted to take from the Africans in order to render them non-human.  
Indigenist and Indigenous research methodological discussions often relegate the experiences of 
Black Americans (and African-descended Blacks in other colonies) as something separate from 
the Indigenous experience.  This separation is an understandable one, as the needs and 
perspectives of Indigenous American groups are often subsumed under the generic “minority” or 
ethnic group” umbrella, with little attention given to rights to the Land or questions of self-
determination.  However, the separation neglects the Black American connection to indigeneity: 
the attempted erasure of indigeneity that not only prevents discussions of the relationship 
between Blackness and indigeneity within Indigenous research circles, but also fails to 
acknowledge that attempted erasure and its results is one of the better arguments for Indigenism 
and Indigenist methodology. 
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This study, then, adheres to what I call a Black-Indigenist paradigm, which recognizes 
the aims of Indigenist methodologies while recognizing Blackness as an integral factor in the 
argument for Indigenism.  The Black-Indigenist paradigm, like other Indigenist paradigms, 
focuses on kinship and the Story within research; like Indigenist practice, it also understands 
Indigenous sovereignty and the end of settler colonialism as eventual goals of research.  
However, unlike other practices, Black-Indigenism attends to the observation and analytical 
practices of American Blacks as those who have experienced the attempted erasure of their 
indigeneity and whose continued understanding of their own humanity can provide the examples 
we need to re-Word our world.  
Space 
The discussion of Space is particularly important here, as it diverges from Indigenist 
discussion of the Land.  Hartman contends that the kidnapping of enslaved Africans from their 
Indigenous lands has left their Black progeny with a mental and emotional connection to the 
Land that belies permanence.  Because the enslaved were supposed to work the Land on which 
they found themselves, not have any claim to it, their children’s feelings of connection to the 
Land may be better described as a Black person’s present relationship to a particular 
environment rather than an imagined or actual longstanding bond with it – staying somewhere, 
rather than living there. Hartman expounds the sense of disconnection in the hearts and minds of 
American Blacks when she first relates it to the experience of the enslaved person’s experience: 
The transience of the slave’s existence still leaves its traces in how black people 
imagine home as well as how we speak of it.  We may have forgotten our country, 
but we haven’t forgotten our dispossession…. It’s why one hundred square blocks 
of Los Angeles can be destroyed in an evening.  We stay there, but we don’t live 
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there.  Ghettos aren’t designed for living.  The debris awash in the streets, the 
broken windows, and the stench of urine in the project elevators and stairwells are 
the signs of bare life. 
Two people meeting on the avenue will ask, “Is this where you stay?” Not, “Is 
this your house?” “I stayed here all my life” is the reply.  Staying is living in a 
country without exercising any claims on its resources.  It is the perilous condition 
of existing in a world in which you have no investments.  It is having never 
resided in a place that you can say is yours.182 
 Hartman’s discussion associates Black American disconnection from the Land to the 
history of terror and dispossession we have experienced in the name of White control over it.  
While I do not refute this assertion, the Black-Indigenist paradigm resists the discussion of the 
Land that excludes the fact of Indigenous American removal from it.  This resistance does not 
frame this disconnection as a problem that can only be reversed by Black claims to land 
ownership and American indigeneity. As mentioned above, such solutions ignore the history and 
claims of actual Indigenous Americans who have rights of self-determination and presence on 
the Land that predate both Western settler colonialism and Black claims to self-determination 
and presence.  Black-Indigenism does not deny the importance of Black access and connection to 
American lands; it does, however, recognize that this access and connection must occur within 
the context of Indigenous self-determination and Land access.  While solutions to these questions 
of self-determination, connection, and access will take time and cannot come from one 
dissertation, they emphasize the importance of connection to the Land as it applies to indigeneity 
and, thus, humanity.   
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In the settler colonial context, then, where the Black body not in service to Whites 
represents an excess on the Land – a position that, Hartman contends, “is at the heart of 
slavery”183 – Black understandings of their own humanity may be better discussed as a 
connection to Space rather than to the Land itself.  The settler colonial state has historically 
compelled or demanded the movement of Black bodies from one environment to another, 
causing the Africans’ indigenous Land connections to transfer from one of historical permanence 
to one of expected impermanence, from “We have always been here” to “We are here right 
now.”  This transfer is best described in terms of the importance of Space, rather than the Land, 
within the Black American experience. While not negating the importance of Black American’s 
land access and long-standing environmental connection, nor the possibility of Black emotional, 
mental, or spiritual connection to a specific physical environment, the larger prioritization of 
Space within the Black experience has maintained some sense of indigenous Land connection 
while accommodating the forced and unpredictable movement that has affected Black bodies in 
America since the time of enslavement.  Thus, while Indigenist and Indigenous research 
methodological discussions examine the Indigenous experience in terms of kinship network, the 
Word/Myth/Story, and connection to the Land, Black-Indigenism adds the experience of Black 
America to these discussions in terms of kinship network, the Word/Myth/Story, and connection 
to Space. 
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Chapter 3 
 
“AND HISTORY IS HOW THE SECULAR WORLD ATTENDS TO THE DEAD.”184: 
METHODOLOGY 
 
Why This Story? 
One study, one story alone will not change White supremacy or the ontology and 
epistemology that undergird it.  What it can do, however, is add to the discussions that highlight 
this supremacy and remind us that there are other ways of understanding and being in the world.  
In many ways, my grandmother chose different ways of understanding and being.  Born in pre-
Depression Georgetown, South Carolina, Samenia Limes spent her childhood and young 
adulthood in a community whose involvement with African enslavement and Indigenous erasure 
was evinced in multiple aspects of everyday life.  Limes’ childhood involved not only learning 
about the world around her in the general sense, but learning the very specific rules that were 
meant to ensure survival for Blacks living in an early- and mid-twentieth century Western settler 
colony.  While this education sometimes took place in schools, just as much of this education 
happened outside of it. Learning and ensuring this survival was an ever-evolving, lifelong 
process, as the settler colony in which we are situated shifts and changes in order to perpetuate 
itself.   Limes learned – sometimes intentionally, sometimes unintentionally – how to survive in 
the corner of the settler colony in which she found herself.  Later, she just as intentionally and 
just as unintentionally taught her children how to do the same, first in her native Georgetown, 
then in Harlem, New York. 
Limes’ story may be interesting enough, but why tell it?  And what does it have to do 
with indigeneity and Blackness, colonization and decolonization?   
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The study of self and kin flies in the face of typical academic convention that requires an 
intentional distance from one’s subject, and that imagines a remoteness that ensures validity and 
authority.  This remoteness is based on the colonialist Western academic tradition of researching 
Others because they are perceived as abnormal, and which also assumes the researcher, by virtue 
of his normalcy, un-researchable.  In doing this study, I understood an exploration of 
relationality and the space between us as a sacred act, as something worthy of attention.  In 
adherence to a Black-Indigenist paradigm – which directly discusses and incorporates kinship 
networks, Land/Space connection, and the Word/Story to resist dehumanizing and colonizing 
practice – this study employed both oral history collection and the arts-based method of fiction 
writing in order to explore the Limes’ story of survival.     
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Oral History 
The first method employed in this study was oral history.  When adhering to a Black-
Indigenist paradigm, the use of the oral historical account in research provides a way for the 
researcher to not only include the voice and perspective of kin/community, but can allow that 
voice and perspective to be the primary focus of the research, potentially privileging the 
experiences of kin/community in addition to (or instead of) the researcher’s.  While the 
importance of oral history within Black-Indigenist research may seem clear, however, the 
definition of oral history itself may not be. 
Valerie Yow shows that oral history is difficult to define when she asks, “But what is oral 
history?  Is it the taped memoir? Is it the typewritten transcript?  Is it the research method that 
involves in-depth interviewing?”185  While all of these things may count as oral history, the term 
itself also has many synonyms, depending on the researcher’s objective and discipline: recorded 
memoir, recorded narrative, life history, self-report, life story, oral biography, memoir, 
testament, life review, taped memories, and personal narrative, to name a few.186  The oral 
history – or life history, as it is also frequently called – may feature one narrator, multiple 
individual narrations, or group narration.  The content of the oral history may focus on an event 
or an era, the narrator herself or someone else, an experience, or an occupation.  The oral history 
may be taped but not transcribed, documented in notes but otherwise unrecorded, or digitally 
archived alone.  The recording itself may even be destroyed – an act that Alessandro Portelli 
asserts represents “a symbolic case of the destruction of the spoken word.”187  Regardless of 
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these variations, oral history’s distinguishing feature is that  there is a “someone else” who 
encourages the participant’s “act of remembering,” and it is that same someone who relays the 
participant’s narration to a wider audience.188  When addressing the words of my mother, aunts 
and uncles, I used the terms oral history, life history, narration, and story interchangeably, for 
reasons that already have been discussed and will be discussed further.  I also used the terms 
participant and narrator interchangeably, as the participants’ willingness to narrate past events is 
the principle (but not sole) reason for taking part in this study.  And, of course, they are called 
storytellers as well. 
Along with Ginzburg’s, LeGuin’s and Diop’s assertions that humans tell stories to 
explain our past and to leave a testament for the future, Coralie McCormack notes that our 
stories also help us make sense of the present. Not only do humans tell stories for entertainment 
or to pass on cultural knowledge: we understand our lives in a story format.189 We use language 
and our social context to help us create and recreate meaning in our lives, presenting our 
understandings to both ourselves and the world in the form of the story.190 Whenever researchers 
engage in a conversation with a participant, then, we should expect the participant’s experience 
to become dis- and re-assembled as a story at least three times: first, as the participant 
understands and explains the experience; second, as the researcher does; and third, as the reader 
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does.  If this is the case, the participant-as-storyteller is not a strange concept at all; indeed, if we 
understand our lives in the form of a story, then my asking participants to talk about anything is 
asking him/her to tell me a story.   
On the act of speaking history rather than solely writing it, Alessandro Portelli notes that 
the “distorted… perception” of written and oral, or “language and communication” has led to a 
discounting of oral history in particular and a general idea of oral and written narrative as 
“mutually exclusive.”191  Portelli contends that they are not, and have “autonomous 
characteristics and specific functions only either one can fill.”192  One does not negate the other; 
however, they do “require different specific interpretive instruments.”193  Despite the potential 
interpretive differences, as oral histories are narratives, their analysis can also relate to that of 
folklore and literature, particularly when it comes to storytelling elements such as plot, setting, 
theme/moral, and intended audience.  Portelli also notes that the importance of the orality of oral 
histories has been lost to the typical focus on interview transcription.  He highlights the 
importance of the recording – the “actual document” of oral histories – as it is able to reveal 
nuances that the transcription can only do poorly, if at all: shifts in tone, a slowing of rhythm, a 
raised volume.194 
In addition to the variations within the methods of recording and analyzing oral histories, 
Yow acknowledges that the idea of the researcher as strict authority and narrator as “passive 
yielder of data” has recently been troubled in the field of social research.  She even suggests, in 
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cases of family oral history research projects, that the researcher discuss with the participant the 
possibility of deleting sensitive parts of his/her narration; including the participant in the 
development of the research strategy; and providing the participant with the original recorded 
interview once duplicates have been made.195  While such a sharing would seem to shake at least 
this portion of the field out of the strict confines of the academy, allowing both the researcher 
and the participant a stake in the historical account that is produced, Luisa Passerini once 
cautioned against the “tendency to transform the writing of history into a form of populism.”196 
By employing methods with the specific purpose of creating areas of history study where “at last 
the oppressed may be allowed to speak,” historians run the risk of engaging in “complacent 
populism.”197 On the other hand, while he did not speak of oral history as encouraging populism, 
Paul Thompson notes that oral history has the power to make the academic field of history “more 
democratic,” as it opens up the history and experiences of different groups and practices not 
formerly explored by professional historians.198  As “[a]ll history depends ultimately upon its 
social purpose,” Thompson contends that oral history has the ability to shift the social messages 
that professional historians implicitly relay, as the documentation for non-oral historical research 
typically privileges certain groups over others.199 
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Rather than being understood as complacent or idealistic, however, the member-checking 
and participant editing that took place in this study was based on Black-Indigenist 
understandings of relationality, the importance of the Word/Story, and responsibility for and 
accountability to kin and community.  Thus, while Yow stops short of encouraging narrator-led 
editing and other forms of narrator inclusion in all types of oral history work, the Black-
Indigenist paradigm recognizes that such considerations for family oral history research can and 
should extend to other oral history projects as well.200 
The Participants 
Though I initially planned to conduct a series of oral history interviews with five of 
Samenia Limes’ nine surviving children – Ronald Limes, Verna Limes Heard, Perry Limes, 
Veronica Limes, and Sonia Kelly – I ended up interviewing all nine of Limes’ children.  Both at 
my original participants’ urging and due to their frequent references to them, I asked Terrell 
Robertson, Sadie Limes Green, Theodore Limes, and James Limes if they would be willing to 
participate in oral history interviews as well.  They agreed. I was then able to conduct interviews 
with each of the Limes children, with each participant recording from 1.5 hours to approximately 
5 hours of interviews. The original participants were chosen because of their physical proximity 
to me, and I was able to conduct oral history interviews in person, tape recording our 
conversation as we talked.201  I interviewed the other four participants by phone; I used the tape 
recorder and set my phone to the “speaker” setting so that my participants’ responses could be 
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recorded.  While the subject of the interviews often dealt with the similar themes, the interview 
contexts differed, as is detailed in the table below. 
Table 1.  Interview Context per Participant 
Participant Name Phone or In 
Person? 
Interview Location 
(in person) 
Total 
Interview 
Length 
(hr:min) 
Interview Date(s), 
Time of Day 
Veronica Limes In person Researcher’s home, 
Atlanta, GA 
1:55 6/7/14, afternoon 
Verna Limes Heard In person Verna Limes Heard’s 
home, Virginia 
Beach, VA 
 
4:33 6/12/14 – 6/13/14, 
morning/afternoon 
Ronald Limes In person Verna Limes Heard’s 
home, Virginia 
Beach, VA 
 
2:40 6/14/14, afternoon 
Sonia Kelly In person Verna Limes Heard’s 
home, Virginia 
Beach, VA 
 
3:02 6/14/14, afternoon 
Perry Limes In person Perry Limes’ home, 
Land o’Lakes, FL 
 
5:15 6/29/14 – 6/30/14, 
morning/afternoon 
Theodore Limes Phone N/A 2:49 7/29/14, afternoon 
James Limes Phone N/A 1:15 8/22/14, afternoon 
Sadie Limes Green Phone N/A 1:21 9/4/14, night 
Terrell Robertson Phone N/A 1:42 9/15/14, night 
 
I brought Veronica Limes to my home in order to conduct our interview. I flew to and 
stayed at the homes of Verna Limes Heard and Perry Limes to conduct our interviews; that was 
the first time I had seen Verna in six years and Perry in four.  My time with them also involved 
interacting with their spouses, children and grandchildren, who I had not seen for years.  Sonia 
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Kelly, Ronald Limes and their spouses drove from their homes in northern Virginia to have their 
interviews in Verna’s home.  That was the first time I had seen Ronald in seven years; I had seen 
Sonia the previous year.  There was also an element of reunion amongst the Virginia siblings and 
their families, who had not seen each other for months.  I brought my children to the visit with 
Perry, as we were also in the process of moving from Georgia to Puerto Rico at the time of those 
interviews and were set to leave the mainland permanently a few days after the interviews with 
Perry were complete.     
During my in-person interviews with Veronica Limes, Verna Limes Heard, and Perry 
Limes, there were moderate to frequent interruptions from children, while Sadie Limes Green’s 
and Perry Limes’ interviews were also interrupted by animal sounds in the vicinity.  The noise 
led to some transcription trouble with Sadie’s interview in particular.  There were minimal 
background noise interruptions in the interviews of Ronald Limes, James Limes, Sonia Kelly, 
and Terrell Robertson.  Theodore Limes’ interview recording had a large amount of cellular 
phone feedback, a problem that I was generally able to avoid in James Limes’, Sadie Limes 
Green’s and Terrell Robertson’s interviews.  
Interviewing Procedure 
Loosely following Yow’s procedure for contacting participants (Yow calls them 
“narrators”),202 I planned to request my mother’s, aunts’ and uncles’ participation as follows:  
1. I would call each potential participant and briefly inform him/her of the project, 
letting him/her know that we can discuss details of the project in that phone call, 
and that he/she will also soon receive a letter with details of the project as well.  I 
would contact him/her in a week to get final confirmation of participation.  
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a. This confirmation call would also include discussions about the necessity 
and effects of such a study, as well as ways the study would best be 
conducted.   
b. I would schedule a preliminary interview with those who agreed to 
participate. 
2. Participants would be sent a list of general discussion topics (but not specific 
questions) with a consent form within seven days of their interview date.   
3. I would visit participants on the scheduled days, conducting preliminary 
interviews of at least two hours in length, and getting signed consent and release 
forms from participants.  They would also receive a release form to sign, and I 
would arrange a second interview (group interview for the Virginia relatives, 
individual interview for the others). 
4. Finally, I would conduct the second interviews. 
Except for step 3, none of the steps happened this way.  Rather, the initial phone call was 
more of an informal conversation with each participant, as almost every participant had already 
heard from one of the others about the study and agreed to be interviewed almost immediately.  
At points, my own explanation of the study seemed superfluous; they had already known what 
the project was about and seemed to be waiting for my call.  This was especially true for the four 
participants that I had not originally planned to interview, as the siblings that had already been 
interviewed talked to the ones that had not been about the interview experience.   
I did no confirmation call, nor did I mail anything to the original five participants like I 
had planned; rather, I had them sign consent forms at the time of the interview. 203  Of the four 
                                                          
203 See Appendix B for a copy of the consent form. 
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that were interviewed later, the participant that did not have computer access was the only one 
that was mailed a consent form.  The other three were emailed forms, and they either mailed or 
emailed them back to me.  Finally, while I did follow up with the participants to ask for 
clarification about certain portions of the interviews, and while some of these conversations were 
extensive (particularly those of James Limes and Veronica Limes), I did not conduct a second 
formal interview with the participants.  
A word on the data storage: when I still resided in Georgia, the interview recordings tapes 
(of Veronica Limes, Verna Limes Heard, Ronald Limes, and Sonia Kelly) were stored in a safe 
in my bedroom.  During our aforementioned move to Puerto Rico, both these tapes and those of 
Perry Limes were held in the bag that became part of my carry-on luggage in our July move.  
Once in Puerto Rico, both those and the remaining interview tapes (of James Limes, Theodore 
Limes, Sadie Limes Green and Terrell Robertson) were stored in my office drawer.  In August 
2014, I began converting the tape recordings to AUP and Mp3 files.  The AUP files were then 
stored on a thumb drive, and the Mp3 files were stored on my computer, in a personal Dropbox 
folder, and periodically copied to independent Dropbox folders shared with the participants and 
transcriptionists. 
 
The focus of the oral history interviews was to be the life of the participants’ mother, 
Samenia Limes, giving particular attention to what they knew about her experiences in her early 
twenties and later, specifically as they applied to education and schooling.  In talking to the 
participants, however, I did not believe that the flow of the interview lent itself to such a strict 
focus.  From the first interview, the participant determined its course, and I spoke in order to 
clarify the participant’s previous statement or when there was a lull in the conversation. The 
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interviews generally consisted of my making an introductory request (“Tell me who I’m talking 
to and where you are.”204); asking an opening open-ended question; and then asking clarifying 
questions throughout the interview.  Because of this, some participants spent large parts of their 
interview discussing their own lives; the life of their father, James Jero Limes; or the community 
in which they were raised.  Except for three of the participants that discussed school and 
schooling rather extensively, most of the participants’ discussions of school were relatively brief 
and were diversions from the main points of their conversation – community and family.   
Transcription 
Though often considered by oral historians “at best a step removed from the original,” 
transcription can be invaluable for many reasons: quickly perusing the content of an interview 
without having to listen to the entire thing; accessing an interview without having to be 
dependent upon a recording’s functioning; and relatively easy portability when taped interviews 
have not been digitally archived.205  For all of these reasons, I planned on transcribing my 
family’s oral history interviews.  While my initial plan was to transcribe the interviews and use a 
blend of Conversation Analysis (CA) and Discourse Analysis (DA) to analyze both the content 
and the way that my family members and I conversed, the actual interview and transcription 
process led me to abandon that plan for several reasons.206 
                                                          
204 A tip from Studs Terkel. See Terkel and Tony Parker, “Interviewing an Interviewer” in The Oral 
History Reader, ed. Robert Perks and Alistair Thomson (New York: Routledge, 2006), 123. 
 
205 Yow, Recording Oral History, 227. 
 
206 Conversation Analysis and Discourse Analysis provide ways to analyze both verbal and non-verbal 
clues in text.  While Michael Traynor asserts that DA is “the close study of talk and texts,” Hugh Trappes-Lomax 
notes that “Discourse analysts do what people in their everyday experience of language do instinctively and largely 
unconsciously: notice patternings of language in use and the circumstances (participants, situations, purposes, 
outcomes) with which these are typically associated.”  Trappes-Lomax further notes that the discourse analysist 
focuses on at least one of four aspects of speech/text: text (verbal record of a speech event); the speech/text event; 
speech performance; and/or frameworks of knowledge and power.   
Though Trappes-Lomax understands Conversation Analysis (CA) as the rules of turn-taking and topic-
management and the sequencing rules governing relations between acts and as a subset of the textual focus of 
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The primary reason I abandoned my plans to use CA and DA was based on my 
abandoning the plans for my interview transcription method.  I intended to use the Jeffersonian 
method of transcription, a transcription method that reveals pauses, breaks in speech, and 
narrator emphasis, and that, I believed, best lent itself to CA, due to CA’s focus on turn-taking 
and subject/topic management within conversation.  While the table in Appendix C details this 
method’s conventions, below is a brief example of how the method would appear in an interview 
transcription.  These are two excerpts from an interview transcript that I completed using the 
Jeffersonian method.  My mother (IE) and I (IR) are discussing our experiences as domestic 
workers: 
1. IR: I have this (2.0) job here that I’m doing, um, over the summer.  [(…) 
IE:                        [Mm-hm.  
Go ahead. 
IR:  So, do you think – because I am working for a couple and I’m not doin’ 
any cooking, um, I am cleaning up a lot, things like that.  Do you think, in 
your opinion, as my mom, that that’s strange, given the time period, and my 
age, and my education (…). Sometimes, I think it’s strange.  [Heh heh heh  
IE:                 [Heh heh heh. 
Well, when you first told me about it, I’m thinking, “My little militant 
                                                          
Discourse Analysis (DA), Paul Seedhouse understands it differently.  He cites Hutchby and Wooffitt in his assertion 
that, as opposed to conventional linguists (some of whom do DA), “CA is only marginally interested in language as 
such; its actual object of study is the interactional organization of social activities. CA is a radical departure from 
other forms of linguistically oriented analysis in that the production of utterances, and more particularly the sense 
they obtain, is seen not in terms of the structure of language, but first and foremost as a practical social 
accomplishment.”  Here, Hutchby’s and Wooffitt’s definition of CA closely matches the focus of Trappes-Lomax’s 
speech performance category, though it is supposedly not DA at all.  Trappes-Lomax, “Discourse Analysis,”  in The 
Handbook of Applied Linguistics, ed. Alan Davies and Catherine Elder (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2008): 133; 
Traynor, “Discourse Analysis: Theoretical and Historical Overview and Review of Papers in the Journal of 
Advanced Nursing 1996-2004,” Journal of Advanced Nursing (2006): 63; Ian Hutchby and Robin Wooffitt, 
Conversation Analysis (Malden, MA: Polity Press 1998) as quoted in Seedhouse, The Interactional Architecture of 
the Language Classroom: A Conversation Analysis Perspective (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2004), 3. 
Also see Stephanie Taylor, “Locating and Conducting Discourse Analytic Research,” in Discourse as 
Data: A Guide for Analysis, ed. Margaret Wetherell, Stephanie Taylor and Simeon Yates (London: Sage/Open 
University Press, 2001): 5–48, cited in Traynor, “Discourse Analysis”; Mat Alvesson and Dan Kärreman, “Varieties 
of Discourse: On the Study of Organisations through Discourse Analysis,” Human Relations 53, no. 9 (2000) as 
quoted in Traynor, “Discourse analysis,” 63. 
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daughter is gonna be workin’ for some White people, oh, I can see her now on 
the news, when this man done called her a name and she done beat him down.  
Beat him like a bass drum.”207  
 
2. IR: Oh, so, I’m thinking, “This couple is so cute, they’re so funny.”  And then, 
I wonder, if I’m having a moment that you hear – what is it called?  The 
Stockholm Syndrome, [or something like (…).  Heh heh heh. 
IE:                 [Mm… where you start identifying with your captors?  
Heh heh heh. 
IR: “These aren’t my friends.  Th(h)ey just offered me food fr(h)om 2005!”  
IE: Heh heh heh208   
While a bit confusing to read, this style of transcription is a great way to understand verbal and 
non-verbal elements of conversation, including laughter within speech, pauses, and simultaneous 
talk.  When beginning to transcribe my interviews, however, I found that the same transcription 
method that could provide a large amount of data from just two hours of interviews would 
provide an overwhelming amount of data from over twenty hours of interviews.  I knew that the 
breaks in conversation and the ways that my family members and I talked over each other and 
finished each other’s sentences could inform the dialogue in the historical fiction portion of this 
study, as I could model the conversation in the fictional work after the way my family members 
actually spoke.  However, I realized that an extensive focus on how my family members told 
their stories would do little to illuminate the content of their stories, which was the focus of this 
study.   
The decision to work with a transcriptionist also caused me to abandon use of the 
Jeffersonian method, and, thus, the use of CA: use of the Jeffersonian method would have taken 
much longer than verbatim transcription, and I was not willing to place extra demands on a 
                                                          
207 Veronica Limes, transcription of the interview by Kelly Limes-Taylor, Atlanta, Georgia, June 2012, 
lines 428-437. 
 
208 Ibid., lines 508-514. 
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transcriptionist’s time.  The sheer number of interview hours soon showed me that I could not 
transcribe alone, and I knew that seeking another person’s help with this project meant that I 
would have to spend time reviewing the transcriptionist’s interpretation of my family’s accents 
and his/her spelling of any unfamiliar names.  The telephone interviews proved a particular 
challenge for both the transcriptionists and me, as the quality of the recordings was poorer and 
the participants were harder to understand.  Because of these challenges, I decided not to add the 
additional challenge of using the Jeffersonian method to transcribe the participant responses.  
Rather than using the Jeffersonian method, the transcriptionists and I transcribed the interviews 
by reflecting the verbatim discussion as much as possible, but did not indicate simultaneous 
speech, pause times or laughter within speech. The transcription did include what Yow calls 
“false starts” and most other actual speech, except in instances when their inclusion could 
impede the reading of or otherwise “obscure the meaning” of the transcript.209 
Of the nine participants’ interviews, eight of the interviews (those of James Limes, Verna 
Limes Heard, Perry Limes, Sadie Limes Green, Ronald Limes, Sonia Kelly, Terrell Robertson, 
and Veronica Limes) were sent to a transcriptionist.210  After the transcriptionists completed their 
transcription of an interview, they sent it to me.  I then listened to the recording of the interview 
while simultaneously editing the transcript for misspelled names and other errors, and to try to 
decipher any inaudible portions of the interview before I forwarded it to the participant for final 
review.  As I consider the interview to be the property of both the teller and the hearer, and in 
order to honor my kinship with my participants and the importance of their stories, it was 
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210 Due to auditory interference during the recording of their interviews, I transcribed Theodore Limes’ 
interview. 
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important to me that each of my participants had the opportunity to review what they had said 
and edit or redact any portion of the interview that they may not want exposed.  The participant 
received instructions and information regarding the final transcription review, as well as a due 
date for returning their edited version of the transcription to me.211  At the time of this writing, no 
participant requested changes to a transcription.   
Throughout this time, I also contacted the participants by phone and over social media, 
giving them brief updates about the transcription process.  Upon the participant’s final review of 
his/her transcription, he/she is free to print and/ or keep the digital copy of the final version of 
the transcription, as well as his/her digital copy of the interview audio.  Those final transcription 
versions are also the ones that will be housed in an archives, if the participants elect to house 
their interviews. 
Yow notes that the historian’s “model” of analyzing multiple oral histories generally 
involves the search for a theme within the oral history accounts or the “common meanings of the 
shared experience.”212  The historian then places and/or locates the narrator’s account within the 
wider, pre-existing narrative of particular eras or events that the narrator describes. While I used 
this approach as I worked on my findings, I also wanted to analyze the performative aspect of my 
participants’ storytelling – phrases or idioms used, characterization, adjectives and adverbs used 
to describe places and events, dramatic pauses and exclamations, emphatic gestures.  Rather than 
engaging in an analysis of this performativity like I had originally planned, however, I 
incorporated particular aspects of that performativity in the historical fiction portion of this 
study: I recalled interview exchanges or reviewed transcripts to establish how certain words were 
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said, and which colloquialisms were used over others.  This incorporation led to an authenticity 
of voice in telling the Limes’ story, rather than a focused analysis of the storytellers’ practice 
itself.  This attention to the story rather than the mechanics of the storytelling also aligned with 
this project’s subsequent step of melding the oral histories into a single narrative.     
From Oral History to Fiction 
As with the interviews, I had a specific plan regarding how the steps from interviewing to 
the fictional writing would go.  I had initially proposed that while the project’s results would be 
presented in a work of historical fiction, the primary sources of these results would be based on 
the stories my relatives and I shared during our oral history interviews, and on the performative 
and motivational aspects of the storytelling itself.  I asserted that writing this historical fiction 
would help me make sense of and show how my family “does” stories.  I assumed that the 
project would follow this format: 
 
Figure 1.  Research Format 
I felt that the steps had to be sequential – the oral histories must be recorded and analyzed first, 
in order to create a fictional account.   
Historical 
Method
• Collection of Oral Histories
• Data: Five semi-structured interviews
• Analysis: Conversation Analysis (CA), Discourse 
Analysis (DA)
Qualitative 
Method
• Fiction Writing 
• Data: Results from oral histories' CA and DA analyses
• Analysis: Fiction Writing
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While the interviews indeed informed the fiction writing, the actual process did not 
happen quite so sequentially.  The interviews did happen first, and in the way discussed in the 
previous section; however, transcribing the interviews and writing the historical fiction account 
came to be two separate but simultaneous processes.  Transcribing the interviews became a task 
unto itself, occupying more time than I had initially anticipated, and more of a practice of 
accountability to my family members that were interested in seeing their words on paper.  The 
transcriptions turned into a project of preservation both for me and for my family members as 
well.  The priority for the oral history piece was the Story – the I was here of each participant – 
that seemed to preserve both the teller and the subject for a world and a time that may not have 
known them otherwise.  As noted above, I did not review the actual transcriptions in order to do 
CA or DA. 
Also, a dissection of what my participants said or how they said it to get to some “deeper 
meaning” that they may not have intended to reveal or supposedly could not see seemed 
disingenuous.  My participants were very candid and straightforward when they spoke of their 
pain, regret, and confusion about certain parts of their and their mother’s lives.  I believed that 
their willingness to have their vulnerability recorded and potentially presented for anyone to see 
demanded that I took them at their word, that I believed what they are telling me about 
themselves and their life, that I not try to pull it apart to find more than the so much that was 
already there.  I am reminded of what Passerini considered as a flaw amongst oral historians: 
their taking the narrator’s words as objective fact, rather than “pre-eminently an expression and 
representation of culture” that contain “dimensions of memory, ideology and subconscious 
desires.”213  While I was aware that my participants’ words may have represented as much a life 
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as they imagined as that which physically occurred, I was not interested in “drawing out their full 
implication,” as Passerini enjoined.  While I agreed with her claim that reconstructing the past 
through oral historical accounts (or any type of historical account) is impossible, this study was 
not an attempt reconstruct the past, but to explore the stories that one group of participants told 
about it.  To that end, drawing out a “full implication” – as if the participants’ stories were not 
already full on their own – was not the aim of this oral history project. 
This commitment to accept each participant’s narrative as an acceptable story in and of 
itself meant that I did not need to attach any aforementioned, pull-apart variety of analysis to it.  I 
did, however, hear each participant’s story and detect similar themes, and these themes indicated 
the ways that Black Americans have affirmed their humanity within a societal context that 
requires its negation.  Moving from interviewing to fictional writing, then, seemed a sometimes 
circuitous process:  
1. My participant and I had an interview.  
2. I wrote notes during the interview. 
3. I called the participant to ask follow-up questions based on my notes. 
4. I wrote notes on the participant’s answers to those questions. 
5. I listened to the interview recordings in order to transcribe or edit transcriptions. 
6. I wrote notes based on my review of the interview recordings. 
7. I called the participant to ask follow-up questions based on my notes. 
8. I wrote notes on the participant’s answers to those questions. 
Throughout this process, I was writing the historical fictional account, based on my notes and on  
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my memories of live interviews, of interview recordings, and of phone calls.  As the themes that 
emerged from the oral histories were reflected in the fictional account, the next section focuses 
on the writing of the historical fiction. 
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Fiction 
Arts-Based Research and Fiction 
Before discussing writing fiction as research practice, Patricia Leavy discusses the 
importance of qualitative research in general and arts-based inquiry, which includes fiction-
writing, in particular. Qualitative research “values sensory knowledge and experience, multiple 
meanings, and subjectivity in the research process,” while social research is a process of 
“knowledge-building and meaning-making” and revealing “‘truths’ to relevant audiences.”214  I 
understand historical research as being subsumed within social research.  Qualitative research, 
which invariably focuses on people, explores the variety and nuance of human expression and 
humans’ understanding of the world around us.  Within the field of qualitative research, Arts-
Based Research/Inquiry (ABR) has been gaining recognition as a legitimate way to actualize all 
levels of research – from the development of an initial question to the presentation of findings.  
Leavy notes that ABR, developed between the 1970s and 1990s, incorporates the creative arts.  
This incorporation is appropriate for social research, as “imagination and metaphor are needed in 
order to portray lives sensitively.”215  This is particularly true when portraying life events in the 
past, when the distance in time between the research subject and the researcher might reduce any 
obligations of sensitivity.  
In ABR, research includes poetry, film, music, theatrical or dance performances, 
theatrical scripts, fiction, and visual art.  While there is variety in the possible art forms that can 
be used in ABR, Ardra Cole and J. Gary Knowles note that form has multiple purposes.  Each 
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purpose should be considered by the researcher, and I will soon discuss why the ABR method of 
fiction writing best suits this historical study.  It is important to note that not only should form be 
understood as “genre and/or medium,” but as a method and as “a reflection of the qualities of 
goodness in inquiry.”216  The artistic form has many “elements”: structural, technical, 
communicative, aesthetic, and procedural.217  The form, then, not only represents how an 
audience may receive the research, but how the researcher does the research itself. Leavy also 
asserts that ABR should always have or reflect 
1. Intentionality (intellectual and moral purpose) 
2. Researcher’s presence (signature or fingerprint) 
3. Methodological commitment 
4. Holistic quality (authenticity, sincerity, truthfulness) 
5. Aesthetic form (aesthetic appeal and adherence to genre conventions) 
6. Knowledge claims 
7. Contributions (theoretical, practical, transformative)218 
When held to these standards, ABR has the potential for both academic viability and public 
accessibility.  Leavy asserts that this accessibility is important in the academic attempt to 
“understand and illuminate people’s lives,” and can be “emotionally and/or politically evocative 
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for diverse audiences” in ways that conventional academic expression, with its “academic 
jargon,” cannot.219 
Freed from the confines of academic jargon, the possibilities of expression in ABR are 
increasing, including the writing of creative nonfiction (including biographies, 
autoethnographies, ethnographies) and fiction (including novels, short stories, and novellas).  
The findings of this study were represented in a work of fiction, rather than a work of creative 
nonfiction, for reasons that will be given more attention here. 
Creative Nonfiction 
As opposed to poetry and theatrical scriptwriting, creative nonfiction may end up bearing 
such similarity to fiction that it is difficult to tell the difference between the two.  Creative 
nonfiction may also overstep the boundaries of conventional prose writing, incorporating poetry 
and theatrical structure into the nonfiction work.  Ethnography and autoethnography in 
particular, as forms that represent a portion of a specific cultural context, can benefit from a 
“blurring” of the lines that are purported to exist between fiction and nonfiction writing.  
Historical writing, as writing that portrays aspects of an event, life or era, may also benefit from 
creative nonfiction, as researchers using creative nonfiction may employ fictional elements to 
help structure research findings into a story.  They may also use fiction to create an image of the 
research subjects’ world that has verisimilitude to the real one – even if that world is a past one – 
and thus potentially fill any gaps in the research.   
A drawback to creative nonfiction is that, in the end, the researcher is bound to 
documentable events, and runs the risk of being discredited if his work is assumed too much like 
fiction.  Though a verisimilitude to society can be achieved through fiction, and though much 
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fiction is based on exhaustive research projects that craft the details of the work, the reader of 
fiction accepts that the fictional society could exist, though it may not.  Creative nonfiction 
writers, however, must labor with the understanding that, though they may be able to touch on 
societal possibilities, they must always return to the actual, the real.  
I noticed multiple instances of conflicting reports about actual events while melding my 
family’s oral histories into a single narrative based on their stories rather than on my 
interpretation of them.  For example, the siblings did not agree on the age at which their father 
quit school as a child, and the exact year that James Jero Limes became a civil servant was 
unclear.  Some participants testified that their mother had been a teacher, others said that it had 
been her unfulfilled desire to teach – no one actually remembered her leaving to work in the one-
room schoolhouse, however.  Discrepancies like these highlight the importance of the story over 
the verifiable fact: while one’s history with the Civil Service may be easily verified, it may not 
always be possible to verify whether a small Black boy dropped out of school ninety years ago, 
or ninety-three, or eighty-nine.  The importance of these stories, despite the inaccuracy of the 
details, becomes the prevailing factor in this Black family’s understanding of itself.  It is 
important to the participants that their father, who dropped out of school in either the third or 
sixth grade, was determined enough to study and work to pass the New York Civil Service Test 
in his adulthood.  The exact year that James Jero Limes dropped out of school matters as little as 
the exact year that he passed the test.  What matters is that the family members agreed that these 
events, or something like them, happened.  The import of verifiability made creative nonfiction a 
less than ideal form in which to write the story of a family whose history perhaps could not be 
verified due to their class and race status with the United States.  Rather, fiction writing provided 
the best way to represent the realities of the society in which the Limes family lived, regardless 
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of whether the events that they discussed in their oral histories occurred in exactly the way that 
they said they did. 
Fiction 
Leavy asserts that fiction provides a chance for the writer and the audience to address 
otherwise difficult and sensitive issues from a ‘safe’ distance: no matter how much a work of 
fiction may upset or challenge the reader, she understands that neither the action of the story nor 
the characters are, technically, real.  Thus, she may cognitively or emotionally explore the effects 
of the writing of fiction without the pressure of translating that exploration into immediate 
action.  I argue, however, that once the reader’s exploration has progressed, the new 
understandings or possibilities gleaned from the fictional text will can affect the reader’s future 
actions.   
Leavy also asserts that fiction “grants us an imaginary entry into what is otherwise 
inaccessible.” Like qualitative researchers and historians, writers of fiction also want to “build 
believable representations of existing or possible worlds” and “authentically portray human 
experience.”220  In order to do this, fiction writers research the actual events and people and work 
to achieve a high level of similarity to reality.  Even in fictional genres like science fiction or 
horror, the writer must incorporate a level of verisimilitude to reality in some aspects of the work 
in order for the fantastical portions to be believable.  Because of this, Leavy notes that it is not 
“as if fiction writers created fantasies and researchers recorded facts.  The material writers use in 
fiction comes from real life and genuine human experience.”221   
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Finally, Leavy indicates the ways that fiction-based inquiry can challenge dominant 
thinking in the academy by noting that ABR in general has often traversed “disciplinary borders” 
and that fiction-based research in particular “challenges the fact/fiction dichotomy that has 
historically dominated our understanding of what is and is not considered research.”222  This 
assertion, which bears relation to Hayden White’s argument of the delineation between history 
and literature in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Europe, will be discussed later. 
It is important to note here that while the findings of this study incorporated both 
historical and fictional narratives, there are reasons why it would not qualify as creative 
nonfiction.  First, this study’s fictional account contains characters that never lived, though I 
created them to bear some similarity to or as composites of multiple people featured in the oral 
history accounts.  Also, as both creative nonfiction and fiction aim toward an authentic portrayal 
of the human experience, the former, in the end, must begin and end with factual events. Thus, a 
historical creative nonfiction’s portrayal of human experience is still bound by verified and 
verifiable events in history: for example, while a conversation may not have technically 
happened in historical creative nonfiction, the precipitating events and effects of such a 
conversation should be verified and/or verifiable.  Fiction writing has no such strictures; while 
events, if well written, may seem possible or even likely within the fictional narrative, the writer 
is under no obligation to prove that a particular event actually occurred.   
Further, and perhaps more importantly, fiction allows the writer to portray the historical 
event even when she cannot prove that the event actually occurred.  Recalling the example in the 
above section, if I cannot find documented proof of exactly when James Jero Limes quit school, 
does that mean he did not quit at all?  Or, if we take his children’s testimonies as the proof, 
                                                          
222 Ibid., 22, 24. 
102 
 
whose testimony do we accept: that of the older group of siblings, who said he quit school in his 
middle school year; or that of the younger ones, who believe their father quit school in third 
grade?  The older ones did, after all, live in their father’s hometown, and may have heard 
discussions about his school life when they were young.  But almost all the siblings agreed that 
most of the younger ones had a better rapport with James Jero, as he had more leisure time in his 
older years than he did as a young father working to support his family in a new city.  Maybe 
their father told the younger ones stories about quitting school in his off hours. 
What if the essence of this story, and how it functioned within the family’s understanding 
of itself, were the most important aspects of the telling?  Each of the participants discussed 
James Jero’s leaving school as proof of one of his many qualities – as a hard worker (James Jero 
quit school shortly after his father’s death so that he, the only male in the household, could help 
support his family.); as an intelligent person (Despite quitting school so early, James Jero was a 
voracious reader.); as a self-made man (Notwithstanding his lack of middle and high school 
education, James Jero studied and took the Civil Service test each time it was offered over a 
series of years.  He did not stop until he passed.)  For the participants, the spirit of the story was 
more significant than the details of it. While they attested that James Jero’s leaving school 
occurred at different times of his life, it was the agreement of that occurrence – rather than the 
when, where, and how of it – that mattered to them.  This attention to spirit and agreement over 
provable detail lends itself to historical fiction in particular, as the essence of past events may be 
relayed in the narrative in addition to verifiable events. 
Fiction can also trouble its own boundaries – of fact and fiction, truth and untruth, fantasy 
and reality – in ways that would be difficult for creative nonfiction in that the latter must, 
eventually, return to the boundaries of what is verifiable in order to be considered creative 
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nonfiction at all.  Creative nonfiction, in short, does not have the space to question itself and its 
own strictures in the ways that fiction can.  Can there be too many real events or people within a 
work of fiction?  If a story is characterized as fictional, how can this characterization be 
disproved?  Does the insertion of one pretend conversation, one unprovable thought, one 
imaginary person render an otherwise completely verifiable narrative fictional?  Do these 
elements, when discovered in an historical account, render a historical narrative fictional?  Or is 
it just erroneous, something that can be fixed with an amended narrative just as verified and 
verifiable as the last one?  In what cases can the fictional narrative be more “right” than the 
historical one?  When does history lie and fiction tell the truth?   
When couched within the settler colonial context, these questions become much less 
abstract.  What happens to the stories of people whose humanity has been negated by the 
dominant structure?  What does “verified” and “verifiable” mean when one’s very being is 
considered negligible?  What does “proof” mean if one is cut off from state-sponsored 
institutions, and what does documentation mean if your family has been prohibited from 
literacy?  What if the only ways that you can verify and prove your existence – through word of 
mouth and the Story, through song and dance – are not considered legitimate by the history-
keepers of the land?  By intertwining narrative that is historical and fictional – and not melding 
them into the category of creative nonfiction – I explored these questions to trouble the 
narratives that not only privilege some types of storytelling over others, but to also trouble the 
larger narrative that understands the settler-colonial context in which we live as a given, as 
verified and verifiable, as right.  
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Historical Fiction 
James R. Kaye long ago noted that the historical fiction writer “does not talk about the 
characters or report their deeds,” but instead his characters “live, talk, and act for themselves in 
his representations.”223  In addition, historical fiction writers, as opposed to writers of other types 
of fiction, “deal with the audiences of the past in the events and affairs of the world.”  However, 
as opposed to what Kaye averred, a writer of historical fiction can indeed be a historian as 
well.224  
Kaye and Alessandro Manzoni argued that history consists of past events and their 
various causes, however, historical work is more than reading and analyzing documents.  
Manzoni touched on the expansiveness of historical study:  
The historian surely performs a meaningful and useful service when he gathers… 
information… sorts it out… identifies for each thing and each person its particular 
characteristics and contribution to the whole – and… studies and establishes the 
actual sequence of events – all of this so the reader may, while appreciating the 
significance and the uniqueness of the result, at the same time find it both very 
natural and even quite inevitable.225 
Manzoni went on to note that some writers not only organize and present these past events, but 
also craft a narrative that is enjoyable to read.  This selection of real events and crafting of 
narrative to create a story with moving plot and engaging characters is, Manzoni contended, “the 
part of the poet.” And while historical fiction writing may indeed be inspired by the writer’s 
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“lofty purpose” to represent historical events “as they ought to have been,”226 Manzoni took for 
granted that the past can always be known.  While there are undoubtedly extant documents that 
can attest to the past existence of particular people or events, there are people and events for 
whom documentation did not exist, as the questions of the previous section indicate.  
When historical work is primarily understood as pulling together narratives and evidence 
of past events in order to piece together a broader narrative that bears some similarity to what has 
passed, it takes for granted that the causes and effects of events are intrinsically observable, and 
that surviving evidence and narration of the past – or the lack thereof – is indicative of what is 
worth knowing and what can be known.  While researchers and writers of fiction working under 
these assumptions may indeed produce historical works, those researchers interested in questions 
of Blackness, indigeneity, and resisting the dominant settler colonial system must look beyond 
them to what has been erased, ignored and devalued in the past, and evaluate how we understand 
both that past and our present.  When that erasure and devaluing are, further, understood as tools 
and imperatives of settler colonialism, rather than accidental forgetting, the decolonial researcher 
may also come to understand concepts as truth, fact, and, of course, history as potential tools of 
the settler colonial project as well. 
It is important to note that this study is not the first Black researcher’s attempt to create a 
semi-fictional narrative based on the testimony of family members or the community of which 
the researcher is a part.  Though Alex Haley’s Roots is probably the most famous work in this 
category, researcher-authors such as Julie Dash, Robin Boylorn and others have produced 
narrative works based on the testimonies and life histories of their Black relatives and 
communities. While the researcher-authors did not necessarily categorize their work as historical 
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fiction, the resulting narratives each feature the creation of characters, thoughts, and 
conversations based on testimonials from their kinship networks and community.227  In his/her 
work, each writer tried to reconstruct a historicized environment, which – due to the 
aforementioned settler colonial practices of Black negation – is often only partially known.  This 
partial knowledge often cannot be verified by historical documentation, which was generally 
written with White (usually White upper class) interests in mind. 
Black women’s historically-based works of fiction are very important to the decolonial 
discussion.  Karen Gagne noted that such work “disrupts and re-writes ‘history,’” as it presents 
“counter-narrative[s] to the conventional and canonical stories of hegemonic discourse.”228  The 
worlds created by Black women writers – particularly those based on historical research – 
present people, events, and locations typically ignored or denigrated by wider settler colonial 
society.  As its authors are understood as, in Zora Neale Hurston’s words, the “mules of the 
world,” the fiction of Black women is likewise able to offer perspectives of those understood as 
America’s most oppressed and disposable.  At the same time, this tale of oppression is not the 
only one Black female writers of fiction have to tell: the words of Black female-identified 
novelists can also be a gateway to understanding a perspective that has been ignored by White- 
and male-centered academia.  The word “perspective” isn’t used here lightly: a literal reading of 
the world assumes not only the vision of the subject, but her position in space and time, an 
understanding of what can (and cannot) exist, a conviction of what there is to know and how it 
can be known.  Black women fiction writers, then, can offer the reading world a new way to look 
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at their society and new insights on solving its problems.  Though writing non-fiction may 
provide these perspectives, fiction, as mentioned above, offers the author more license to freely 
present and analyze the world as she understands it.  This license, while important to any writer, 
is especially important for a Black woman writer: as the words and ideas of Black people have 
held little import in the society in which they find themselves, fiction can offer a medium in 
which the truth of Black experiences is expressed.  This is doubly true for Black women writers, 
who can access the experiences of racism and sexism in the patriarchal, anti-Black American 
context. 
While the number of Black American woman writers of fiction is small, the number of 
those women that write historical fiction is even smaller.  Ana Nunes’ study of these writers 
reveals some of the struggles of these writers, particularly in questions of Black historical 
representation within a society built on anti-Black racism.  Nunes focuses on five writers and 
their works: Margaret Walker and Jubilee; Gayl Jones and Corregidora; Sherley Anne Williams 
and Dessa Rose; Toni Morrison and Beloved; and Phyllis Perry and Stigmata.  While an analysis 
of each novel is out of the scope of this study, Nunes presents several important points.  First, 
Nunes discusses the “difficulties faced by historians of a predominantly oral culture,” citing 
historian Elizabeth Clark-Lewis’ assertion that storytelling is “a fundamental source for the 
writing of African American history” and that scholars should “listen and record the testimonies 
that will constitute the cultural heritage of the coming generations.”229  While of orality in Black 
American culture has multiple reasons – for example, the oral African cultures that were 
introduced to the Americans through enslavement, as well as prohibitions against teaching 
enslaved people to read and write – acknowledgement of its prominence is important here, in that 
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it recognizes that a primary way that historians can learn about this history of Black Americans is 
through asking Black Americans, as written histories of Black from their own perspective have 
only recently become part of the Western historical canon. Writers interested Black history, then, 
will have to explore “sources often dismissed by traditional approaches to history.”230  Nunes 
asserts that the writing of fiction based on historical data is the Black writer’s way to “recreate 
the ‘historical records’ that were destroyed, or never existed,” to write for and about “those who 
remained outside the pages of history.”231  
Nunes notes that these women writers not only sought to elevate the image of Blacks to 
the reading public, but to “rewor[k] the historical record from the point of view of the silenced 
female..”232  Spanning a century, these five women’s works featured female protagonists that 
struggled within and against the institution of slavery.  Here, the writers chose the most 
oppressive social and economic context that Black Americans experienced in order to challenge 
stereotypes about Blacks in general and Black women in particular.233   Of particular interest is 
Nunes’ discussion of Margaret Walker’s Jubilee.  Based on oral history interviews with her 
grandmother about the life of her great-grandmother, who was enslaved, Margaret Walker wrote 
an early version of Jubilee as her doctoral dissertation.  A middle-class daughter of a minister 
and born in 1915 in Birmingham, Alabama, Walker attended segregated schools in her youth.  
Walker discusses her first inspiration to write historical texts and should be quoted at length: 
When I went to school, I read the history books that glorify the white race and 
describe the Negro either as a clown and a fool or as a beast capable of very hard 
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work in excessive heat…. Then I began to daydream… Someday,… I will write 
books that will prove the history texts were distorted.  I will write books about 
colored people who have colored faces, books that will not make me ashamed 
when I read them.234 
Walker’s work in her adulthood not only included Black people with Black faces, but featured 
Black people that “lead the way” to a “new social order” that would reject racism and create a 
society based on equality.235  To write Jubilee, Walker incorporated her grandmother’s oral 
histories with other primary and secondary documentation about enslavement.  As the navigated 
the varying testimonies – both from Blacks and Whites – regarding enslavement Walker also had 
to use fiction add the “muscle and flesh” to the “real and living bones of history.”236  Not 
endeavoring to create a strictly historical text, Walker instead struck a balance between the 
documented and the imagined but plausible, as well as acknowledging the importance of Black 
American orality through her work as well as the role of Black women in a society that ignores 
them, at best. 
Alex Haley’s experience also lends insight into Black historical data gathering and 
fictional representation of that data.  Haley described both the intellectual and physical journey 
involved in gathering information about ancestral history and indigenous homeland in places 
where written documentation of these matters – by virtue of his Blackness – was unavailable.  
Beginning with childhood evenings sitting at the knees of his grandmothers and other relatives in 
Henning, Tennessee, Haley described how a small piece of information about his earliest known 
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ancestor eventually brought him, decades later, to Gambia, where a griot fortuitously informed 
Haley about the rest of his ancestors’ history.  Haley’s description of his meeting the griot is 
almost mythical: a circle of inquisitive strangers, rhythmic chanting and drumming, and a 
wizened man able to rattle off hundreds of years of information in a single sitting – much unlike 
anything Haley had ever experienced in his life of research and writing.  Though familiar to 
many of today’s uninitiated Westerners, Haley’s description of his first meeting introduced a 
heretofore unfamiliar figure to many historians of the 1970s:  
They told me that in the back country, and particularly in the older villages of the 
back country, there were old men called griots, who are in effect walking, living 
archives of oral history. They are the old men who, from the time they had been in 
their teen-ages, have been part of a line of men who tell the stories as they have 
been told since the time of their forefathers, literally down across centuries….  
[E]ach line of griots will be the experts in the story of a major family clan; 
another line of griots another clan; and so on for dozens of major clans. Another 
line of griots would be the experts in the history of a group of villages. Another 
would go into the history of the empires which had preceded it, and so forth. And 
the stories were told in a narrative, oral history way, not verbatim, but the 
essential same way they had been told down across the time since the 
forefathers.237  
Haley was amazed by the very idea of these men who could “literally talk for days,” not leaving 
out a detail of their ethnic group’s history.238  Noting that Westerners’ affinity for “the crush of 
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print” causes us to neglect the capability of human brain and memory,239 Haley took the griot’s 
recitation as historical fact, using documentation to support portions of the griot’s narration. 
After such a life-changing experience, Haley approached his publishers, convincing them 
that he needed to write a book about his own family as “a symbol of us,” with “us” representing 
people of the Black Diaspora.240   Haley noted that such a connection between his family’s 
particular experience and the wider experience of Black people was possible because 
we black [sic] people – probably more than any other people on the face of earth 
in as large a number – have the most common generic background; that every 
single one of us without exception ancestrally goes back to some one of those 
villages, belonged to some one of those tribes, was captured in some way, was put 
on some one of those slave ships, across the same ocean into some succession of 
plantations up to the Civil War, the emancipation, and ever since then a struggle 
for freedom.241 
His resulting novel, then, would be a “saga of a people,” and not just a saga of his people. 
It should come as no surprise that there have been critiques of this work as well, both 
regarding the data collection and the historical fictional product. In their introduction of The Oral 
History Reader, editors Robert Perks and Alistair Thomson note the “grave concerns” about 
Haley’s “accuracy of… evidence” regarding his family’s ancestral origins, asserting that the 
griot “may well have presented the family connections that Haley wanted to hear.”242  Critics 
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also thought Haley may have “embellished the oral tradition and overstepped the boundary 
where fictional line diverged from factual basis.”243  Finally, Perks and Thomson note that 
Haley’s work exemplified the “blurred boundaries between fact and fiction, personal memory 
and oral tradition, and oral history and journalism.”244 
I contend that it is this blurring of the lines that is an integral part of gathering a sense of 
Black history and Black historicity outside of the confines of the settler colonial ontology.  How 
is a history book that implies, as Margaret Walker’s schoolbook did, a happy slave, or a virgin 
land already pre-cleared of Indigenous bodies, inherently more factual or verifiable than a village 
griot?  More specifically, why is the former often understood to be more valid than the latter 
within the Western context?  In a society where all documentation and institutions reinscribe 
White supremacy, should the Black researcher automatically deem the Western historical 
document as trustworthy?  Black writers of historical fictional works re-write the conventional 
Western narrative about Black history and lives, often using the very documents that have been 
devalued by settler colonial society as unhelpful for the larger colonial project.  While Western 
preference of the written document over the oral will be discussed further later, the next section 
further discusses the Western concept of history itself. 
Fact and Fancy, Truth and Error 
Storytelling is a part of all of us.  In addition to Maracle’s aforementioned discussion of 
academic theory as a form of storytelling, Hayden White’s discussion of the Western academic 
field of history is pertinent here.  Before the French Revolution, the European study of history 
was seen as a form of literature rather than science.  While there was some distinction between 
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“fact” and “fancy,” the writing of history was understood as a representation of the facts, rather 
than the unquestionable relaying of them.  This writing was understood as “a literary, specifically 
theoretical exercise, and the product of this exercise was to be assessed as much on literary as on 
scientific principles.”245  While science here was already understood as something distinct from 
the practice of plot-making, characterization, and metaphor, historical study was not, and thus 
not seen as wholly scientific.  The dichotomy of “truth” and “error” was understood as 
something apart from fact and fancy, and it was “understood that many kinds of truth, even in 
history, could be presented… only by means of fictional techniques of representation.”246  
By the early 1800s, however, truth became identified with fact, while fiction came to 
mean error in the field of history.247  As the writing of novels gained ground in Europe, 
“[h]istory came to be set over against fiction, and especially the novel, as the representation of 
the ‘actual’ to the presentation of the ‘possible’ or only ‘imaginable.’”248  The idea of fact, then, 
is also a recent construct in the Western imaginary.  If the historical account could be “treated as 
a heuristic rule which self-consciously eliminates certain kinds of data from consideration as 
evidence” in order to tell a particular type of narrative, then the field of history does not only 
represent “one way among many of disclosing certain aspects of the field” of study, but is a 
descendent of a particular type of European storytelling.249 While Europeans’ writing of history 
was once understood as a literary venture that incorporated purported real-life events and 
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narrative imagination, it became a supposed representation of pure fact-telling, even though the 
methods of historians had not changed too significantly in the meantime or since.250  Indeed, 
Hirsch and Dixon remind us that the historical narrative and creative writing are “linked by 
certain common pursuits and thereby create common byproducts as well.”  One of those by 
products is the Story.251 
Here, White’s discussion not only emphasizes the ebb and flow of historical and literary 
writing within the Western academy itself, but it highlights the ubiquity of storytelling in 
general, and in particular the categorization of stories and the obscuring the story-ness of certain 
types of storytelling, or the prioritization of certain types of storytelling over others.  Even 
Western academia once understood the study and relaying of history as an exercise in 
storytelling as much as one of science (which is the act of storytelling while pretending it is not).  
Only when the West developed a new medium for its stories did the academy begin to tell itself 
the story that history was not, in fact, storytelling.   
Decolonial researchers may take White’s discussion as confirmation that stories have 
purpose – that there is a purpose to the historical narrative, and there is a purpose for the shift 
from history’s being understood in the West as a literary as much as a scientific enterprise.  The 
establishment of the field of history and its practices within in the academy disqualified different 
ways of knowing and discussing the past.  For decolonial historical researchers, a primary way of 
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understanding the past may involve doing the very things that do not count as “real” research: 
believing the participant’s testimony, particularly if she is part of a marginalized group; 
providing the participant with access to the data; and focusing on the explicit or perceived 
purpose of the participants’ narratives about the past, rather than the proven detail. Though he 
does not ascribe to Indigenist methodologies, White’s discussion reminds me that research 
should highlight the inherent relationality and connection between all things. While those 
‘things,’ are generally understood as physical entities and ideas, they can also be understood as 
practices, such as the practices of writing history or fiction.  The writing of fiction, in fact, may 
reflect just as much of the ‘reality’ of the world as the writing of history.  The results of this 
study show how these different (or not so different) ways of storytelling simply reveal different 
aspects of our larger story.   
The Novella 
The choice of a novella as the way to connect my participants’ various accounts seemed 
simple, at first: I decided to write a novella because I was unsure of my ability to write an entire 
novel about my family’s lives (completion of the data collection process has since taught me that 
I had enough data to write a novel, even if I did not have the time).  Insecurities notwithstanding, 
I also knew that my family’s narratives would culminate into something other than a short story 
collection; after all, many of their accounts were about the same people and places, but with 
varying perspectives and backstories.  The novella, then, seemed a good compromise between 
the longer and shorter form, as my family’s stories could be pulled together toward “one 
overarching set of internal and external conflicts leading to a single resolution” like a novel, but 
in a more concise version.252    
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Jesse Lee Kercheval notes that a novella is generally characterized by “what it is not” 
rather than what it is, as it is neither a short story nor a novel and generally ranges from 50 to 150 
pages.253  Novellas typically do not have more than one set of “conflict pyramids,” or a plot 
structure in which one solved problem simply leads to a new, unsolved one, as is typical in a 
novel.  While I did not write my novella to have multiple conflict pyramids, the fact that the 
novella’s source material was based on nine different oral histories led to the novella’s becoming 
a shorter version of a novel-in-stories, or a set of stories that could be read independently of each 
other, but could also connect to form the aforementioned overarching set of internal and external 
conflicts.  This “impressionistic,” “‘connect the dots’ quality” of the novella-in-stories lends 
itself to both the disjointed and connected quality of my participants’ stories, also allowing for 
the multiple perspectives reflected in the nine different oral history accounts.   
The Work of Writing Fiction 
Hirsch and Dixon state that the writing process is “a combination of our dynamic oral 
tradition and a finite structure, a guide we impose on half of the story.”254  When writing fiction 
in particular, Leavy says that researchers must tap into their “creativity, attention to craft or 
aesthetics, reflexivity, and openness (or adaptability).”255  The researcher writing fiction must be 
prepared to constantly critique and revise her own work, and be intentional about “the process of 
layering and weaving meanings together” in writing projects that will be complicated, multi-
faceted representations of the world. There are some steps, however, that must take place before 
the writing has begun, and those will be discussed further here. 
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The researcher writing fiction may begin with data collection and then establish her 
research purpose/goal, or vice versa.  Some researchers may have a general idea of what they 
want to discuss in their stories and then begin to gather data based on that idea; others, after 
amassing a mountain of data, discover that the best way to analyze and/or present their findings 
is through fiction.  In the case of this study, the research question preceded the data.  When 
Leavy asks of the fiction writer/researcher, “What is the story you want to tell? … [W]hat are the 
issues, experiences, themes, and/or micro-macro connections you want to explore?”256 my 
answer came in four parts:   
1. I want to tell the story of myself as a negation on this land by virtue of my Blackness. 
2. I want to tell the story that indicts me as a settler on this land by virtue of my non-
indigeneity. 
3. I cannot tell these stories alone, as they are about all of us and existed before me and 
will continue to exist after me.  This story, then, will be about Blackness (mine and 
others’), non-indigeneity (mine and others’), and the inability to tell these stories 
alone (mine and others’). 
4. This story will begin with the life of my grandmother – the only real beginning I 
know – and her life of knowing, learning, and rejecting the knowledge of this world 
around her, the world that needed her to be a negation and non-indigenous.  
Leavy notes that the researcher that wishes to write fiction may deal with the data in one 
of two ways.  First, the researcher may go about the data collection and analysis in a more 
traditional way, from interviewing participants/narrators and using narrative analysis, to doing 
                                                          
256 Ibid., 55.   
118 
 
participant observation and discourse analysis, to doing archival research and document analysis.  
The researcher will then create a fictional work based on what he has come to understand from 
the data.  Another way the researcher may decide to incorporate fiction is by using fiction 
writing itself as a method of inquiry: Leavy notes that “the act of writing itself becomes the 
research act, and may be influenced to varying degrees by any number of research, teaching, 
and/or personal experiences.”257  Writing this work of fiction became an unintentional blend of 
both methods: 
1. My initial aim was to analyze the oral history data using Conversation and Discourse 
Analyses.  Because of this, my collection of the data (interviews/recording of the 
interview; storage of the recordings; transcribing and member checking) followed the 
more traditional method of oral history data collection.  I did not, for example, 
interview with the specific intent to immediately translate interview themes into a 
fictional account.  I instead interviewed using the questioning method described 
above, with the assumption that themes would reveal themselves in the course of 
using Conversation and Discourse Analyses later. 
2. It was only during the data collection process that I recognized the ineffectiveness of 
using CA and DA for the purposes of this study.   
3. When the data collection was complete, I noticed particular themes in the transcribing 
and member-checking processes, which are presented in the following table.   
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Table 2.  Participant Themes 
Participant Themes 
 
James Limes Academic prowess; authoritative nature of 
parents; camaraderie with immediate 
community; camaraderie with mother and/or 
father; connection to life events, environment; 
regret; return; work (outside of the home); 
(young) adult experiences 
 
Sadie Limes Green Academic prowess; connection to typical 
social experiences; fun/good times 
(Georgetown); loss of childhood (New York); 
regret; sacrifice; work (inside and outside the 
home); (young) adult experiences 
 
Verna Limes Heard Academic prowess; camaraderie with 
immediate community; camaraderie with 
mother and/or father; connection to typical 
social experiences; fun/good times (in New 
York); parental conflict; parental 
love/devotion; unhappiness of other family 
members; (young) adult experiences 
 
Ronald Limes Academic prowess; camaraderie with 
immediate community; camaraderie with 
mother and/or father; fun/good times (in New 
York); family roles; scholastic life; work 
(inside and outside the home); (young) adult 
experiences 
 
Perry Limes Academic prowess; camaraderie with mother 
and/or father; connection to typical social 
experiences; fun/good times (in New York); 
family roles; military service; regret; 
scholastic life; work (inside and outside the 
home); (young) adult experiences 
 
Terrell Robertson Academic prowess; camaraderie with 
immediate community; family roles; loss of 
childhood (New York); regret; sacrifice; work 
(inside and outside the home); (young) adult 
experiences 
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Theodore Limes Academic prowess; camaraderie with 
immediate community; camaraderie with 
mother and/or father; connection to typical 
social experiences; fun/good times (in New 
York); parental teamwork toward the greater 
good military service; regret; sacrifice; work 
(inside and outside the home); (young) adult 
experiences 
 
Veronica Limes Academic prowess; camaraderie with mother 
and/or father; family roles; parental conflict; 
parental love/devotion; regret; sacrifice; 
scholastic life; work (inside and outside the 
home); (young) adult experiences 
 
Sonia Kelly Academic prowess; camaraderie with 
immediate community; camaraderie with 
mother and/or father; connection to typical 
social experiences; death; family roles; 
fun/good times (in New York); sacrifice; 
unhappiness of other family members; work 
(inside and outside the home); (young) adult 
experiences 
 
 
I recognized these themes in a variety of ways:  
a. The frequency with which the participant told multiple stories related to this theme 
during the recorded interview or subsequent conversations. 
b. The frequency with which the participant told/referred to the same story related to 
this theme during the recorded interview or subsequent conversations. 
c. The frequency with which the participant used either the theme word or a 
synonym. 
4. As I was still in the transcription process, I began writing the fictional accounts. The 
themes that I saw emerging from the oral histories became the foundations upon 
which I built each fictional vignette.  For example: 
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Sonny suddenly remembered there was a pie awaiting them at 
Mamma’s house.  He hopped off the bench and grabbed Mina’s 
hand.  “Mina! Could we have some pie at Mamma’s?” 
Sonny more felt the world swivel around him than saw it.  Suddenly, 
he was facing Jero, who was down on one knee, both hands on 
Sonny’s shoulders.  Mina remained on the bench. Jero’s bag stood 
guard.   
“From now on, call her ‘Mother.’  You hear?  Mother.” There was 
no fire in Jero’s voice this time, but it was firm.  Mina moved toward 
them.  She knew that this exchange had little to do with her or her 
name, really.  But she let Jero have it. 
Mina took Sonny’s hand as Jero bent to embrace her, only for a 
moment.  He whispered something to her that their eldest couldn’t 
hear, then quickly boarded the bus.  Mother and son watched Jero 
move to the back of the bus, though the front seats were empty.  
Mina silently nodded her approval of her husband’s choice: better to 
save oneself the trouble later.   
Both this excerpt and the vignette from which it comes are based on themes from 
the interviews of Sadie Limes Green, James Limes, and Theodore Limes.  Jero’s 
having to take a bus to the next town over for work, and his demanding that his 
son call his mother Mother did actually occur, per the accounts of Sadie Limes 
Green and James Limes.  The son’s asking his mother for pie and Jero’s 
movement to the back of the bus were not part of any participant’s account, but 
were both devices that I used to move the narration toward a particular action (the 
exchange between Jero and his son) or larger theme (teamwork toward the greater 
good). 
Using these steps throughout my fiction writing process, I tried to insert myself into the past, as 
much as is possible for any historian, and with the knowledge that a complete insertion – or a 
clear picture of the way it ‘really’ was and why – would never be possible.  Indeed, it is not truly 
possible even for the people that lived it: interviewing nine people about the same woman, 
neighborhood and era produced nine accounts that bore as many differences as they did 
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similarities.  The aim of the historical fictional account, then, was to evoke a sense of the people, 
places and times addressed in my family’s oral historical accounts, using both the accounts 
themselves and the inferences I could make from those accounts. 
Fiction Writing Procedure 
It can be a hard thing to explain exactly how one writes a work of fiction.  While the 
gathering of research can be explained easily enough – as it was explained in the previous 
sections – the more artistic portion of the work is not so easily described.  As mentioned in a 
previous section, two of the defining aspects of ABR are the researcher’s presence, or the 
researcher’s “fingerprint,” and a holistic quality, which includes a work’s authenticity and 
sincerity.  These are aspects that cannot be teased apart through bulletpoints or five-part 
explanations; rather, they are evinced in the researcher’s feelings of connection to or intimacy 
with her work, as well as for the urgency and import of the work itself.   
The first step, then, in writing fiction as a way to understand and present narrative data 
(live and recorded interviews, interview transcriptions) is a personal investment and interest in 
the work, as well as the conviction that a fictionalized account of the data provides a better way 
to understand the data than other modes of analysis.  This requires an evaluation of the purpose 
of data collection and fiction writing.  Below are self-evaluation questions that the researcher 
will want to answer after data collection, but before writing his research data-based fiction: 
1. Questions about data: Does my data easily lend itself to storytelling?  Is my data 
best represented through storytelling?  Would my participants want a story told 
about them?  Would my participants want their own stories to be retold in a 
different way than how they told their stories to me?  (How) Does my retelling 
detract from or change my participants’ own stories?  Why would my 
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participants’ stories not be best presented in their original form? Will writing a 
story based on my data make it accessible to a wider reading audience?  Do I want 
my data to be accessible to a wider and/or non-academic reading audience?  Do 
my participants want their stories made accessible to a wider and/or non-academic 
reading audience? 
2. Questions about fiction writing: Why do I want to fictionalize my data?  Could 
the data be presented as a cohesive narrative without fictionalizing it?  Would my 
participants be opposed to the fictionalization of their stories?  Would I feel 
comfortable with my participants’ reading my fictionalized accounts of their 
stories?  Would my fictionalization counter the main themes or ideas that my 
participants present in their narratives?  Would my fictionalized account take 
place in a world that would be unrecognizable to my participants?  Do I want to 
fictionalize my data solely because I like reading and writing fiction? 
Honest answers to these questions can indicate both the researcher’s investment in fiction 
writing as a method of research analysis, as well as the appropriateness of fictionalization of a 
researcher’s particular collection of data.  The writing of fiction for its own sake, while 
appropriate for the literary world, is not enough as a method of data analysis.  Rather, the 
researcher should be sure that fiction writing is the best method of analysis out of other data 
analysis options, taking into consideration how future, non-academic publication of the 
fictionalization may affect participants.  If the researcher is unsure whether fiction writing is the 
best way to present his data; whether a fictionalization should be presented to a wider audience; 
whether a fictionalization would align with the participants’ themes and discussions; or why he 
even wants to do a fictionalization at all, I suggest that the researcher investigate other ways of 
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analyzing and presenting his data.  The researcher should proceed with the fiction writing only if 
he concludes that it is the best way to analyze and present his data.  
I am not presenting this discussion of my fiction-writing procedure to suggest that this is 
the only way to analyze narrative data using fictional writing.  It is not; rather, it is one example 
of how the translation of narrative data into fiction may be done.  While I already discussed 
fiction writing within the wider context of data collection and as an aspect of my data analysis, I 
will discuss the details of my fiction-writing process below. 
1. Because of my years as a literature teacher and my love of novels, my knowledge 
of basic plot structure seems automatic, and I did not consciously consider 
structure as I was creating the fictional account.  If the researcher does not feel 
like their knowledge is quite so automatic, there are a few details to keep in mind. 
a. First, and perhaps most simply, stories tend to have a beginning, a middle, 
and an end.  Literary writers often play with this tendency by, for example, 
starting the story by revealing the ending, and then telling the story from 
be beginning.  Other times, the beginning, middle, and end will be mixed 
up, and the reader has to determine the chronology of the story.  The 
researcher should consider their comfort with the data, the effectiveness of 
a disrupted chronology, and the reasons for disrupting the chronology 
before doing so. 
b. Next, the researcher will want to think about characters and 
characterization.  Some of the characters will likely represent the 
participants and/or people they know.  Will their names be changed in the 
story?  Will they have prominent roles?  Will any of them combine to 
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form a composite fictional character?  Other characters will be fictional.  
Who will they be?  How will they talk?  How will they interact with the 
characters that are based off of real people?  Finally, it is important to 
think about characterization.  How will the reader get to know your 
characters?  Through narrator description?  Through what they say about 
themselves or to others?  Through their actions?  While a combination of 
these elements generally go into each character’s characterization, an 
emphasis on one of the other can reveal different character attributes.258 
c. The researcher should also think about the point of view and narration.  
Will one character tell the story or will many? Or will the narrator be 
unknown? Will the narrator speak directly to the reader or will the reader 
be an unacknowledged observer?  Will the narrator relay the story in 
retrospect or as it is happening, as a participant in the story or as a (semi-
)omniscient observer?  The researcher decide which point of view and 
narration will best convey the story and themes. 
d. Finally, while the setting (time and place in which the story takes place) 
may already be determined, the exact plot may not be.  The researcher will 
need to decide how the action of the story will convey the themes of the 
participants’ narrations. The exposition is the reader’s first introduction to 
the characters and setting, while the rising action reveals the conflicts of 
the story, which can be between characters, within characters, or between 
                                                          
258 Different types of characters have different names, such as protagonist (main character), antagonist (the 
protagonist’s foil), static character (unchanging), dynamic character (experiences development), round character 
(complex), flat character (superficial), and stereotype.  Joseph F. Trimmer and C. Wade Jennings, ed., Fictions (Fort 
Worth: Harcourt Brace College Publishers, 1994), 3. 
126 
 
characters and their environment.  The story’s climax is the moment of 
high tension in the story, where an action occurs that resolves the conflict.  
Finally, the denouement represents the falling action – not necessarily a 
happy ending, the denouement signals the closing of the story, and can 
even bring up new conflicts that will not be resolved by the story’s final 
words.  
e. The researcher will want to consider other elements of fictional writing, 
such as dramatic irony (where both the reader and characters are surprised 
by an event in the story), situational irony (where just the characters are 
surprised by an event in the story), tone (the language used to convey the 
writer’s or narrator’s feelings about a topic), mood (the language used to 
convey the emotional or psychological environment in the story), 
symbolism (use of an object to represent a concept or idea), motif 
(recurring symbol, usually used to represent a concept or idea related to 
the theme), figurative language, and diction (character and narrator 
speech).259 
2. As I reviewed my participants’ transcripts and listened to their interview 
recordings, I visualized the scenes, people, and neighborhood they described, 
paying special attention to variations on the same story, or stories that described a 
unique aspect of Samenia Limes, her family, and her community.  These were the 
                                                          
259 For a more detailed discussion of the elements of fiction writing, see Ann Charters, ed., The Story and 
Its Writer: An Introduction to Short Fiction (Boston: Bedford/ St. Martin’s, 1999); Paul Lauter, ed., The Heath 
Anthology of American Literature, Volume 2 (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1998); Michael Meyer, ed., The Bedford 
Introduction to Literature: Reading, Thinking, Writing (Boston: Beford/St. Martin’s, 2011); Trimmer and Jennings, 
Fictions. 
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stories that were featured in the novella.  This was an ongoing process as I 
listened to interview recordings and reviewed the transcripts. 
3. I made note of the holes in my participants’ narrations: the scenes and people that 
I could not visualize due to a lack of participant description or because of 
conflicting details in the participant descriptions.   
4. I understood that the visualizeable aspects of the narration as those that would 
provide the historical base for my fictional account, as they were based on my 
participants’ oral history accounts.   
5. The un-visualizeable holes represented the portions of the participants’ stories that 
were not explained or had divergent explanations.  Examples of this were when a 
participant related the gist of a past conversation but could not quote it verbatim, 
or when the participants knew that Samenia Limes left the house on a certain 
important evening, but reported different departure times. When details such as 
these were important to a particular story that I had chosen to tell and could not be 
clarified through follow-up discussions with the participants (due to ignorance of 
or forgetting a particular fact), I used fictional elements that aligned with the 
context of the story.  An example of alignment is my writing that Jero Limes sat 
in the back of the bus when going from Georgetown, South Carolina to Conway, 
South Carolina.  Though no participant mentioned this detail of Jero’s bus rides, I 
understood that segregation of public spaces was still the law at the time of Jero’s 
bus trip, and inclusion of Jero’s seat choice both highlighted and reflected the 
manifestations of racism during that time period. In the same way, fictionalized 
classmates, friends of the family, and neighbors tended to be Black, to align with 
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the participants’ testimony about the racial group with which they had the most 
contact. In the same way, the novella’s fictionalized Black schoolteacher was 
represented as an anomaly to align with the participants’ testimony that most of 
their Harlem schoolteachers were White women and with Perry Limes’ testimony 
about a Black teacher that greatly influenced his schooling experience. Contextual 
alignment was important in that an anachronistic or otherwise inappropriate detail 
could render a story inauthentic or unbelievable, and thus undermine the purpose 
of conveying a particular theme through the fictional account. 
6. In addition to the narrative holes, the creation of details also occurred when I 
needed a way to combine or link the themes or details of multiple participant 
accounts to avoid redundancy, and/or as a plot device, which was discussed in the 
earlier section.  Decisions about fictional elements occurred throughout my 
fiction-writing process, though they primarily occurred 
a. in the planning stages of a particular vignette, when I was deciding the 
characters, setting, and climax for a particular story. 
b. as I was writing a vignette, when I recognized that the action of the story 
could not proceed solely from the oral history data or that the themes of 
the story would be better clarified through creative detail. 
c. upon completion of a vignette, when a fictionalized detail was too 
extensive or drew my attention away from the historicity of the related 
oral history account. 
7. Creating a fictional account that is situated within the past can be challenging for 
the writer that did not live during that time period.  The writer is not only using 
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her imagination to create a fictional context, but that context must also be almost 
identical to the real historical context in order to be believable.  While it is 
possible to pore over interview transcripts and other historical artifacts in order to 
produce the verisimilitude of which Leavy speaks, writers who never lived in 
those historical period have no direct experience to inform their writing.  At best, 
the writer will only ever have secondhand information as the source of her artistic 
work.  It is because of this distance that I highly suggest that the researcher allows 
her participant or another trusted reader that lived during that period to review her 
fictional account for historical accuracy. Having the participant as a reader is 
preferable here, as a trusted reader that also lived during that era may not have 
had experiences that are similar to the participants’, despite a similarity in age.  A 
participant reader can provide the best verification of the fictional account’s 
verisimilitude. 
8. Finally, while the researcher is reviewing his work for typographical or 
mechanical errors, he should ask some final evaluation questions.  The researcher 
should answer the questions honestly and revise his work if there are any 
unsatisfactory answers: Do my setting, plot, and characters align with the 
participants’ narrations, or do they align with what I want my participants’ 
narrations to be?  Have I created a world that is interesting to me, one in which I 
would like to live, or have a created a world reflective of the stories that I heard 
from others?  While my participants may experience a variety of emotions when 
reading my work, would any of them say that the story’s scenarios or characters 
seem unreal?  Have I allowed my participants or another trusted reader that 
130 
 
experienced that era to read my story and verify its plausibility?  Does this story 
convey a sense of what did happen, what could have happened, or both?  Are the 
participants’ themes evident?  Are my understanding of these themes evident?  
Could my participants read this work and see new perspective of their 
experiences?  Does that new perspective still honor their experiences?  Did 
writing this fictional account provide me with a new perspective on this historical 
period/my participants/my participants’ experiences?  Does the fictional account 
convey this? 
The most important thing for the researcher to remember is the process of fictional 
writing, while ordered, is not necessarily as sequential as is presented here.  The writing should 
occur at the researcher’s pace as she uses fiction to both analyze and present her data to a wider 
audience.   
In the next section, I discuss my expectation of my own work of historical fiction.  
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Expectations 
My grandmother’s story took place in Georgetown, South Carolina, and Harlem, New 
York – two areas among many in this country where Blackness simultaneously represented a 
foundation for the economic order and a social negation.  Because of this, I expected that this 
study would trouble various conventional narratives: those of success and failure in the settler 
colonial context, those of schooling as a tool for social advancement and uplift, those of Black 
progress in an environment that requires Black slaveability.  A discussion of the Great Migration 
narrative is an example of this. Academically and financially, some of my participants indicated 
that my grandmother would have had a much better life in the South than the North, yet she was 
still part of the Great Migration like millions of other Blacks.  Though such an experience is rare, 
Limes’ represents an interesting contrast to the dominant Great Migration narrative, and a way 
through which the stories of space and race can be troubled when they are understood to 
undergird the settler colonial narrative.  Again, while I did not expect my participants to say that 
they were consciously trying to trouble the narratives to which our society has become 
accustomed, I did expect that, as people that I have long heard speak fondly of conditions and 
places that mainstream culture teaches are abhorrent, my relatives’ oral histories would indeed 
trouble these narratives.    
It is important to note that while a study like this can never reverse the reality of Blacks’ 
orphan-like status in the United States, it and stories like it mitigate our fractured existence here.  
I expected the stories contained in this study to do various things.  First, I expected the oral 
history accounts, by fact of their existence, to resist the dominant Western narrative that requires 
Black negation and abnormalization.  Second, I expected the oral histories to provide a base from 
which I could write historical fiction that would explore the aforementioned themes that may not 
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have been explicitly discussed in the oral history interviews but required further examination.  
Finally, I expected the fictional account not only to address these themes, but to take advantage 
of fiction’s freedom to combine empirical fact with creative elements in order to further 
illuminate the experience of existence within the settler colonial context.   
These oral histories and novella tell a story that is not supposed to be told, particularly of 
the effects of enslavement that are still with us and without easy remedies.  It also rejects the 
conventional academic tendency to “solve” a problem within a few pages of findings; the 
solution of decolonization will surely be a process that will take as many years to enact as 
colonization has, and is a solution that many would presently find untenable, if not completely 
ludicrous.  And while Indigenous sovereignty and the end of settler colonialism is a long-term 
possibility, a new understanding of the links between Blackness and indigeneity may help to 
create a new sense of wholeness and connection outside of an American indigeneity that we 
Blacks cannot claim.  Thus, this study does not fall into narrative traditions that require a happy 
ending to the telling of the Story/history, a telling that implies that the historian and writer typing 
away on her laptop, pontificating on the way things were from the safe, cozy we are not there 
now.  Because we are, still. 
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Chapter 4 
 
“THE HEIRS OF SLAVES WANTED A PAST OF WHICH THEY COULD BE PROUD”260 : 
RESULTS 
 
The results of this study are actually two-fold: the transcribed stories from my family’s 
interviews, which are not included in this dissertation, and the story that my family’s interviews 
told me.  Or, the historical narrative and the fictional one.  The first part of the results – the 
recorded and transcribed histories – served as an end unto itself.  As I expected, the recorded 
histories reveal aspects of Black life in the United States that resist dominant narratives about it: 
the importance of marriage and fatherhood within the Black family; the suspicion of and 
resistance to narratives that presuppose links between education, schooling, and progress;  the 
Black understanding of self apart from Whiteness and the White gaze; and tropes normally 
negatively associated with Blackness in the dominant narrative – the ghetto/improverished 
neighborhood, the drug dealer/user, the drop-out, the single mother, the abusive/absent father – 
as multi-faceted in their own right.  Currently, my family and I are in discussions about donating 
the interview recordings and transcriptions to Georgia State University Library’s Special 
Collections and Archives Division as its own oral history project.  While the donation process 
will be an extensive one, it may ensure that my family’s narratives are made available to a 
researching public interested in exploring these particular representations of Black life. 
The second part of the results, the novella, is included here. The final dissertation chapter 
features an analysis of the novella. 
 
 
 
                                                          
260 Hartman, Lose Your Mother, 164. 
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I. The Ice and the Wave 
June, 1931 
“[T]here was this boy that they wanted and they put his name in and he got it.” 
Mina smiled.  She knew that no one got higher marks than she did.  She didn’t keep up with her 
classmates’ grades.  She didn’t need to.  After all, Mr. Henries didn’t ask anyone else to check 
his proofs when he wrote them on the board – only Mina.  And last year, when Mrs. Shelton was 
absent over and over again, Principal Barnes asked Mina to substitute.  No one could get over 
that – a student, the substitute?  The one who really couldn’t get over it was Thomas Fries.  From 
probably the only family in Georgetown that had a social standing similar to the Tillmans’, 
Thomas thought he was the king of the world.  Mean like Mina’s older sister Jeanne, but actually 
smart.  And a boy.  If Mamma had her pick, she probably would have picked Thomas for Mina, 
but Mamma didn’t get to pick.  And Mina had already chosen Jero. 
Jero was tall, tall.  And dark.  And sweet. When Mina was with Jero, she felt as if he surrounded 
her with an invisible wall – no one could touch her, no one could hurt her.  Though she was 
almost six months older than him, he towered over her, and when he looked down at her 
lovingly, he seemed to look straight into her soul… and see something.  Whatever it was, it must 
have been the opposite of what Mamma saw when she looked at Mina.  Lately, it seemed like 
whatever Mamma saw in Mina caused her mother to struggle with something inside herself, then 
harden. She didn’t understand it, and after this long, Mina no longer wanted to.   
Principal Barnes stood in the pulpit.  The church sanctuary provided more space than the biggest 
room at the school, and Mina was pleased at the chance to stand in front of everyone she knew 
on such a grand stage as the high school valedictorian.  They would see the principal commend 
Mina – Mamma, Daddy, Jeanne, and even Jero.  Mamma could give Jero the cold shoulder in her 
home, but she couldn’t stop him from coming to the church.  His shirt and shoes may have been 
more worn than those of the other congregants, but Mina didn’t mind.  To her, he was perfect. 
Principal Barnes continued to speak about the importance of learning and being a good citizen.  
Mina looked down at her dress, smoothing it a little. Mamma had finished Mina’s white dress 
two weeks before and made sure it was carefully pressed for the night.  While her mother made 
the majority of her children’s clothes, Mina was a bit surprised by the amount of time and detail 
Mamma put into Mina’s dress.  The whole time she was working on it, though, the number of 
demands Mamma heaped on Mina seemed the same as ever – maybe they even increased a little.  
Mamma worked hard on Mina’s dress, making sure the hem was just so and the length was 
exactly right, all while commanding Mina around as usual. 
Mina tried to sneak a peek at her family.  She knew her parents were in the church somewhere, 
along with Jeanne and the boys.  Mina smiled when she thought of her brothers, though she 
couldn’t see them in the crowd.  Mischievous, rough and tumble, prone to make anyone the 
victims of their pranks or the butts of their jokes, Mina adored them.  They warmed the house 
perpetually made cool by her mother and older sister, which was a responsibility that her father 
didn’t deign to take on.  Of her brothers, Buddy was her favorite: he loved to joke and play as 
much as the others, but he was more attuned to Mina than they were.  He’d stand by her side, 
touching her shoulder in times when Mamma’s harsh reprimands made her sad.  He’d share a 
giggle with her when one of their baby sisters did something funny, then he’d be gone.  Off to 
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play outside or get into trouble somewhere.  He was only ever around for a moment, but that 
moment was enough. 
Principal Barnes finally stopped pontificating.  The crown fidgeted in their seats for a moment, 
then held still, sensing the shift in the program. 
“And now it is time to announce Howard High School’s valedictorian and salutatorian – the 
students with the highest and second highest average in the school.”  
Mina quickly scanned the room behind her one last time, and then she saw them: her sister and 
brothers, looking bored and barely tolerating the hard pews; her father, his characteristically lofty 
expression firmly in place; and Mamma.  Mina couldn’t decipher what her mother was feeling.  
Her eyes were the closest to dancing that Mina had ever seen.  Maybe this was what Mamma 
looked like when she was happy.   
On the afternoon Mamma finished Mina’s dress, Mina had been in the family room, scrubbing 
the floor.  Mamma’s eyes danced then in almost the same way they were dancing now, Mina 
realized.  Mina had stood at her mother’s approach.   
“I have news.” 
“Yes, ma’am?” Mina responded, caught off guard by the uncharacteristic excitement in her 
mother’s voice. 
“Your uncle said that you could go live with him after you graduate.”   
“Ma’am?” Mina was confused. 
“To be a doctor.  He’ll take you in so you can train to be a doctor up North.  In Philadelphia.” 
Mina didn’t know what to say, so she didn’t say anything. 
“Did you hear what I told you, gal?” 
“Yes, ma’am, but I don’t –”  Mina stopped.  This was the longest conversation Mina had with 
her mother in months, ever since Mamma had talked with Mary Emile about her son Jero.  Mina 
did not want to say anything that would jeopardize the conversation’s continuing; she cherished 
the fact that her mother was actually talking to her rather than ordering her to do yet another 
chore around the house.  Still, she was confused. 
“I don’t want to be a doctor,” Mina began again, softly. 
“This is a privilege, Mina,” Mamma replied, quickly stern.  “What you want isn’t important.  It’s 
about what you can do.  What you can be.” 
“But I don’t want to be a doctor.  I want to be a mathematician.” 
Mamma scoffed, looking at the bucket of soapy water and scrub brush as if they were somehow 
predictors of Mina’s fate – a prince-less Cinderella that couldn’t even rescue herself.    
“And where do you want to be a mathematician?  Here?” 
That’s exactly what Mina had in mind, but recognized the question as a rhetorical one.  She 
stayed silent. 
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“Won’t have any job besides teaching in that high school?  Never going anywhere?  Never doing 
anything else?” Mamma seemed to get angrier with each question.  Mamma had never 
mentioned these medical ambitions for her daughter before, and Mina could not understand her 
mother’s anger now. 
“Is it because of that boy?” Mamma hissed.  “He’ll keep you here, won’t do nothing but bring 
you down to the dirt!” 
The sudden mention of Jero put Mina’s mouth on the defensive before her brain even realized it. 
“He will not! I love him!” Mina whispered more than spoke her assertion.  She already felt 
weary from an argument that they hadn’t yet had, though it had long been under the surface, 
poisoning everything. 
“Love?  What will love do for you? For your children?” Mamma seemed to be begging now. It 
unnerved Mina, her mother’s pleading for children that Mina never intended to have.  She 
understood one thing, however: her mother was asking Mina to do something she could not do.   
“I – I can’t.”  Mina was begging now, too.  She would do anything for her mother, anything at 
all.  Except leave Georgetown. 
Mamma dropped Mina’s hand and held her daughter’s gaze for a moment.  The tears that had 
formed in Mamma’s eyes seemed to evaporate from them, as did any expression.  She turned and 
walked out of the room. 
 
Mina shook the memory from her mind.  Principal Barnes was glancing over to the teachers that 
flanked him on his left and right.  They smiled their approval of what was coming: they already 
knew.  Principal Barnes’ eyes swept the sanctuary.  All of Negro Georgetown was in the room, it 
seemed.  Mina took another look around to see if she could spot Jero.   
“I am pleased to announce that Howard High School’s valedictorian for the year one thousand, 
nine hundred and thirty-one –” he paused for effect, “ – is Thomas Fries.  Our salutatorian is 
Mina Tillman.”   
Mina remained in her seat, frozen.  The initial smattering of applause, immediately followed by a 
heartier offering, indicated that the audience was as surprised as she was.  Her classmates on 
either side had to poke Mina out of her frozen state.  Once in the pulpit, Mina, dazed, shook the 
hands of her teachers and principal.  She looked out into the smiling crowd, who now began the 
speculative whispering that was bound to happen.  They were still clapping, albeit distractedly. 
Then Mina spotted Jero at the back of the church, by the large doors.  He was beaming broadly, 
his clapping resounding in the large hall, and all the way to her.  She smiled shyly in response. 
Mina turned to follow a smug Thomas Fries off the stage when she caught her mother’s eye.  
There was glimpse of the fire in them, then they cooled, turned to ice.  Those eyes told her that 
she had done something wrong, but Mina did not know what it could have been.  Mina was sure 
she was the rightful valedictorian: though generally neck and neck in school, when one ever 
bested the other, Mina was the victor, not Thomas.  And no one called upon Thomas to substitute 
anything. Thomas was an intelligent young man, but he was no Mina.  Everyone knew that. 
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Mina noticed that the audience’s applause, while fading, was not as distracted as it had been. She 
surveyed the room again and saw that the men who filled the room – men she had known her 
whole life — looked content and assured, as if all were still right in the world.  At first glance, 
their wives did, too, but they allowed their eyes to scream their disappointment.  Mina didn’t 
realize it until that moment, but those women had been counting on her.  Somehow, she had let 
them down. 
Thomas Fries was a man.  Mina, no matter how brilliant, was not.  She thought that the 
principal’s naming Thomas as the valedictorian had been a mistake. Maybe it hadn’t been. 
The rest of the ceremony was a blur.  Mina received her diploma and was sure her classmates 
leaned over to congratulate her a time or two.  She must have offered kind words as well, but 
Mina’s mind was on her mother’s displeasure.  She dreaded going home, not for fear of 
reproach, but for fear that the distance that seemed to lay between them would widen into a 
chasm that could neither be explained nor remedied.  Mina wanted desperately to fix both what 
happened and what was coming, but she didn’t know how. 
After a benediction of sorts, the beaming graduates stood and began hunting for their families.  
Mina turned toward where her family had been seated.  She saw the boys fussing over 
something, shoving each other.  Daddy was shaking hands with friends and admirers alike, while 
Jeanne remained in her pew, sulking and cutting her eyes at Mina.  Mina narrowed her eyes at 
Jeanne in silent retort, then looked around for Mamma.  But her mother was already gone. 
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April, 1938 
“I guess in my– coming up in Georgetown, like I said, he was working all the time.  Even when he came 
here [pause] he was working, so we didn’t have that kind of relation…relationship – at least I didn’t.” 
 
Sometimes Sonny held on to her hand.  Sometimes he let go, doing a quick one-legged hop 
around Mina before grabbing hold again.  His parents were quiet.  Only the sound of cicadas, the 
breeze in the grass and their shoes kicking up the dust on the road. 
Jero thought he could smell the rain coming, but he wasn’t sure.  They certainly needed it. 
Even at that age, Sonny knew that taking his little dancing steps around Jero would be a bad idea.  
His father’s brooding took up all the air around them, even though they were outside.  Jero 
seemed to be contemplating everything – the clouds, the grass, the road.  Occasionally, his eyes 
would rest on Sonny, as if the boy were a puzzle that Jero had almost figured out. 
Mina broke the silence.  “She’s gonna say something about this, you know.  Mamma.  You 
always going off all the time.  Folks talk.” 
“Don’t care about folks.  You know that.” Jero sounded at once tired and already far up the road.  
Gone. “We need money. You got money?” 
“I can get money,” Mina replied, though she didn’t seem to believe herself.  “Teaching… the 
government…” 
Jero stopped in his tracks and abruptly turned to face his wife.  Mina and Sonny almost bumped 
into him.  “Teach if you want to, but ain’t nobody asking for a handout.  Nobody.”  
Generally, Jero’s size was the only power he needed behind his words, so the entire Georgetown 
community knew him to be calm and gentle, respectful in his speech.  The fire in his voice now 
quieted his wife and cowed his son. 
Jero turned back around and continued walking.  “They only give that to White women, anyway.  
As for your mother...”  He let the sentence die on its own.  The three walked in silence the rest of 
the way.  Sonny stopped his dancing. 
 
The bus depot wasn’t actually a depot.  A long, clean bench on this side of the grocery store, the 
sign was the only indication that a bus would consider stopping there at all.  Jero, Mina and 
Sonny were the first to arrive; it looked like everyone else decided to take the Monday after 
Easter off.  Jero hoped that the folks in Conway would want their Easter finery cleaned and 
pressed for storage now rather than putting it off until his fellow pressers came back to work. 
The bus rolled off the main road and up to the store, and Jero was sure then that he could smell 
rain now.  He touched his wife’s hair for a moment, intently studying a curl as if it held the secret 
of the rain to come.  He broke his gaze to pick up his bags.  He stood for the bus’s approach. 
At that moment, Sonny remembered there was a pie awaiting them at Mamma’s house.  He 
hopped off the bench and grabbed Mina’s hand.  “Mina! Could we have some pie at Mamma’s?” 
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Sonny more felt the world swivel around him than saw it.  Suddenly, he was facing Jero, who 
was down on one knee, both hands on Sonny’s shoulders.  Mina remained on the bench. Jero’s 
bag stood guard.   
“From now on, call her ‘Mother.’  You hear?  Mother.” There was no fire in Jero’s voice this 
time, but it was firm.  Mina moved toward them.  She knew that this exchange had little to do 
with her or her name, really.   
Mina took Sonny’s hand as Jero bent to embrace her for a moment.  He whispered something to 
her that their eldest couldn’t hear, then quickly boarded the bus.  Mother and son watched Jero 
move to the back of the bus, though the front seats were empty.  Mina silently nodded her 
approval of her husband’s choice: better to save oneself the trouble later.   
The driver had never even turned off the engine, and as the bus lumbered back onto the road and 
in the opposite direction from home, Mina momentarily looked as one jilted at the altar – furious 
and embarrassed at a world present to witness her grief, then resigned to the unexpected absence.  
Mina and Sonny headed in the opposite direction.  Another week Jero would be gone, and Mina 
wasn’t sure who he’d be staying with or what he’d be eating.  Though they were going home, 
Mina wasn’t sure what she and her kids would be eating for the week, either.  The babies were at 
Mamma’s with her sisters tonight, though, so she and Sonny and the babies would probably stay 
there to eat before going home.  After Larry was born, everyone was so tickled that Mina had 
two red-headed babies, it felt a little easier to be in Mamma’s house, the Big House, again.  At 
least Mamma spoke to her now, and no one asked why Mina and the children were at the house 
so often, having dinner and supper there before going home.  
Mina wasn’t going to delude herself: Mamma hadn’t forgiven or forgotten.  She was waiting for 
Mina to admit that marrying Jero and having his children had been a mistake.  That not going 
North to be a doctor had been a mistake.  That having so many babies she had to quit teaching 
had been a mistake.  Mamma didn’t know that what she was waiting for would never come, but 
Mina was fine with letting Mamma think it would, if she and the children could eat, no questions 
asked. 
The sun was low in the sky.  Mina grabbed Sonny’s hand and walked a bit faster so they could 
beat nightfall.  Her mind moved back to government assistance and how she could get some.  
Mina would not bring up the subject to her husband again; after all, he wasn’t there to make sure 
they ate every day.  She was.  What Jero didn’t understand was that there is always shame in 
getting food to eat, whether it was in stealing some chicken’s eggs, killing the chicken yourself, 
or letting someone believe you would steal a chicken if they didn’t feed you.  Pride is always the 
first thing you swallow before the food.  Always.  Mina yanked Sonny’s arm a little and walked 
faster. 
Sonny, suddenly doing double time in the setting sun, looked up at his mother for an explanation 
that didn’t come, then back down at his feet.  He had more important things to think about than 
food, which always appeared in abundance at Mamma’s house.  Sonny was thinking about 
Mina’s new name and how he had to learn it before his father returned.  He had grown up calling 
everyone in the Big House whatever Mamma had called them – Mina, Adeline, Jeanne.  No one 
seemed to mind before.  If Mamma and Poppa had another name, he didn’t know it, and 
something in him knew it wasn’t his place to know it.  He knew Mina was his mother, but it 
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seemed strange to call her that.  Besides going home with her at night, Mina didn’t tend to Sonny 
any more or less than his aunts or grandmother did when they were at Mamma’s house.  He 
wondered what was changing now, and why his father wanted to change it. 
Mina’s quickened pace almost had Sonny at a jog.  The sun’s rays slanted through the live oaks 
of the neighborhood, and both mother and son knew that Wood Street was near.  Mina slowed 
her pace, steeling her mind for her mother’s tight smile, her silent watching as Mina’s and Jero’s 
children ate at her table. 
Sonny steeled his mind for the coming look of disappointment on his father’s face.  He was 
afraid he’d forget the single command that seemed so important to Jero.  The boy shook his head 
clear of all doubt, furrowed his brow in concentration, and caught the rhythm of his own steps.  
“Mother, mother, mother,” Sonny said to the beat of his footfalls.   
Mina looked down at her son for a moment, then quickly forgot him.  Her mother’s house was 
ahead.  Mina exhaled a little.  Breathed in.  Held it. 
“Mother, mother, mother,” Sonny whispered at each step, slowly anticipating the chicken and pie 
that were in his future.   
Mina touched the doorknob with her right hand, gripped Sonny’s with her left.  She heard a 
quick giggle from little Larry on the other side of the door, then a longer giggle from Francine.  
Mina could hear her sisters’ quick conversation under their mother’s dinnertime commands. 
Mina’s heart dropped a little at the voices inside, while Sonny’s lifted.  The boy forgot his 
refrain, whispering “excuse me” before bursting through the front door himself to see his little 
sister and baby brother.  
The threshold seemed to gape in front of Mina, and suddenly the whole world was playing a 
cruel, familiar joke on her, one that she could never evade, no matter how hard she tried.  Her 
feet froze at the open door and contemplated turning to run the other way – down the road, to the 
river, into nowhere.  Mina glared at her feet for such a betrayal, but still couldn’t move. 
Then she heard Larry cry and Sonny hurriedly trying to hush him.   
Mina exhaled and inhaled quickly.  Held it.  She stepped inside, toward her children. 
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October, 1946 
“All she had to give she gave to my father.  She sacrificed her life to my father…. And the rest of 
us were byproducts.” 
Sometimes, she lay in bed, hating the children. The way they dragged her, slowed her to a stop 
when moving seemed so easy.  The City made you think moving was easy.   
If she were to have gotten up off that thin mattress and placed her feet on that cold floor, she 
could have seen it.  If their tiny apartment had a windowpane that faced the bustling street rather 
than the dark, trash-filled alley, she could have seen it.  The City, moving.  That damn City, 
always moving.  Even in the cold – brown skins and eyes barely visible between folds of 
threadbare scarves, worn boots stomping and avoiding ice, puffed breath of human and 
automobile alike floating up, floating nowhere at all.  Steam seeping out of manhole covers like 
the City had a dark secret that made it both proud and ashamed.  Sinister, but only when you 
weren’t paying attention. 
Mina wasn’t going to pick herself up, use her toes to search for slippers.  She knew that if she 
looked out the window that only faced bricks and trash, she’d drown.  The final wave would 
wash over her, the wave of a world that was simply too much – too fast, too cold, too lonely. 
She felt almost overcome even when looking at the children.  If she’d have let them, they’d 
bubble and brim at her all the time, in that apartment where there wasn’t even room to think and 
no real space for them to run outside.  The children would look at her, eyes wide and adoring, 
and Mina’s world would turn unbearable. The weight of her station in life – the giver, never the 
taker – would crash into her and over her and through her.  She hated that they put her here.  She 
hated that there was nowhere else for her to go. 
Hate.  Mina’s mind pulled her back to the children as living beings, not ideas.  She could hear 
them on the other side of the door, getting ready for school, but she couldn’t go out to them.  Not 
in that state.  The weak morning light snuck in, and she knew that she didn’t actually hate her 
children.  Mina knew a mother’s hate perhaps more intimately than she did a mother’s love.  She 
would never inflict such a punishment on her own.   
Her husband, however, was another matter entirely. 
As it did for her mother throughout Mina’s youth, the drowning wave came before Jero and in 
his wake – it shouted and whispered him; it enveloped his absence with soft memory and roiled 
in tempest at his presence. 
Mina had stood, making his breakfast, before he left for work.  But once Jero was gone, she 
disappeared into the bed.  There, she succumbed to the anger, finding poor target in the children.  
She readjusted.  Close-mouthed, wishing against reason that Jero would leave work and come 
back home to her, Mina also began listing all the ways Jero had wronged her.  How he brought 
her to this frigid place that was too much for anyone’s good.  How he expected her to raise 
children in a land of seeping manholes and steam that goes nowhere.  How he assumed that 
anywhere outside of their bed was safe, and how he had again left her there in it, alone. 
*** 
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After work, Sam Tillman normally brought the mail home and set it on the table in the parlor.  
Today, however, he walked to the back of the house, envelope in hand. 
“Lillian.” Sam more demanded his wife than called for her.  She appeared before him, the same 
disinterested look on her face as always. 
While Lillian often got upset about Sam’s late nights back when he was a porter at the hotel, 
everything changed once Ruth Moffit knocked on their door.  Lillian knew that Ruth cleaned in 
the same hotel where Sam worked.  She wasn’t from Georgetown, but the port attracted all sorts 
of characters from everywhere and nowhere.  Ruth looked like one of the characters from 
nowhere.  She introduced herself.  Lillian nodded politely and smiled at the baby on her hip, 
wondering why this small brown woman with a head kerchief on was at her door.  Lillian 
reached to play with the baby’s hand.  He looked to be about six months old, the same age as 
Mina, who was napping in the bedroom. 
“This here is Chester.  Tillman.”  The stranger said this quietly, but firmly.  She was sure. 
From that day to this, Lillian rarely spoke to her husband if it wasn’t necessary.  She never 
brought up Ruth or her son, but Sam knew the day Lillian found out: his wife’s demeanor turned 
icy, and she never warmed again.  Lillian didn’t stop making her husband’s meals, or 
commanding her daughters to do so.  She smiled and nodded graciously at her husband’s guests 
and served them whatever liquor – legal or illegal – they had around.  She had even bore Sam 
eight more children. 
Lillian performed the functions of a wife, all without loving her husband.  Sam knew he lost 
Lillian the day Ruth came to his door, and, despite the presence of her physical body, Lillian 
would never truly come back to him.  The wife he had now would have to do, even though she 
looked right through him when he called. 
Sam handed the envelope to his wife, its beautiful script spelling out Lillian’s full name.  “From 
Mina,” Sam said, as if his wife couldn’t see that on her own.  Lillian gave a slight nod, then 
turned back to the kitchen with her envelope.  Sam moved toward the back porch to await his 
evening drink. 
With all of the boys gone – three married off and one chased out of town by her husband –
Lillian’s home was full of her daughters and their children.  She loved it that way.  Claudette, 
Adeline, Josephine and Lorraine were bright girls that, unlike Mina, were all sure to attend 
college.  Jeanne’s two children, Florence and Carmen, were constantly running around the house, 
playing tricks on each other just like their uncles had when they were young.  The two girls 
brought young life back into the house, and Lillian appreciated the money that their mother sent 
for them from New York.  Lillian knew that her second daughter couldn’t be doing as well up 
there.  She had never been there, but Jeanne told Lillian about the city – cold, mean, unsafe.  A 
good place to make money if you don’t have children holding you back, but a bad place for kids.   
Lillian had begged Mina to stay.  Of course, she couldn’t have been a mathematician like she 
wanted – she already had her fifth child, a boy, by that time.  But she could have stayed in 
Georgetown.  They could have stayed with Lillian, Mina and her children.  Lillian couldn’t 
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imagine life without her quiet oldest grandson or that stubborn Francine.  Larry, who was always 
getting into trouble.  That fresh Roberta, acting too old for her age at four years.  Just thinking 
about her grandchildren made Lillian smile.  And she hadn’t even gotten to know the baby yet.  
He looked more like Mina in the face than any of them. 
Anger welled up inside of Lillian for the millionth time since Mina took her children and left the 
South. Mina could have been anything she wanted – she had the fight and the intelligence to do 
it.  Lillian had always been hard on Mina so that she would be strong.  So that she’d learn how to 
fight in this world that gave nothing to Negro women.  Mina could have gone to college; she 
could have been a doctor – things that were not possible for Lillian to have done in her time.  
Even though she was the valedictorian of her high school class, she was a woman and poor and 
Negro – no matter how light-skinned – in a different time, where it didn’t matter how hard you 
worked if you weren’t the right sex or color.  Mina had all the opportunities that Lillian did not, 
all the opportunities her staying with a lying, cheating husband afforded her daughter.  And what 
did Mina do?  The same thing Lillian had: marry some cheating man and have his babies.  Lillian 
did it all for Mina.  And now Mina was breaking her heart.   
Lillian put a pot of water on for tea.  She had handed the envelope over to the girls, as she 
normally did.  They would give their mother the highlights of their older sister’s letter.  Then, 
after everyone had gone to sleep, Lillian would sit in the dim kitchen and pour over her second 
child’s delicate script, trying to find a symbol, a sign that Mina and the children were coming 
back home. 
Claudette – always the faster reader – spoke first.  “She said it’s cold.  Too cold.  She misses 
South Carolina and wants to come home.” 
Lillian listened to her daughter with her back turned.  The girls didn’t see the anger and hurt that 
sparked on their mother’s face.  It’s cold?  That’s why Mina wants to come home?  The weather?  
Not because she made a mistake in choosing Jero over her family.  Not because she failed to 
appreciate her mother’s sacrifices.  Not because she realized that raising children in New York 
may not be a good or safe for them. 
No.  It’s too cold. 
Lillian laughed a little and shook her head.  She looked down at the pot.  Mina would always 
choose him, Lillian realized.  She’d always choose that man that made her life worse over the 
family that worked so hard to make her life better.  Lillian missed her grandbabies desperately, 
but Mina took them away.  And she could: they weren’t Lillian’s children, after all.  She had no 
say in what happened to them or what was best for them.  They were Mina’s.  And Jero’s. 
Adeline, the best writer, already had the paper and pen ready.  “What do you want me to write, 
Mamma?”   
Lillian kept her eyes on the boiling water. 
“Tell Mina that if she wants to come home, she’s welcome.  But she can leave Jero’s kids there 
with him.”  
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February, 1957 
“But, yes, we all had that experience, and it was, it was a horrific experience, it really was.” 
Decades ago, Isaac rarely saw patients that were not part of his small, affluent Jewish community 
in northern Vienna, near the Danube.  His non-Jewish patients tended to be bankers and a few 
lawyers – and their wives and children – who had ties to his community.  Nearly all of his adult 
patients had children who became Isaac’s patients, too   
Regardless of their parents’ vocation, wealth or race, every child that found himself in Isaac’s 
dentist chair cried.  Some wailed from the moment they were placed in the chair, beating their 
small heels against the footrest.  Some silently wept in the waiting room, refusing the comfort of 
their traitorous mothers.  Some cried at their visit’s conclusion, retroactively outraged by all that 
happened to them in the examination room, where they had been too frightened to make their 
feelings known.  Though his clients were generally well-to-do, Isaac assumed that all children 
everywhere reacted the same way to dental intrusions, and it was for this reason that Isaac 
preferred not to work with them.  Even after Isaac bade them farewell at an appointment’s end, 
many children wouldn’t leave off sobbing and throwing murderous glances at Isaac until their 
mothers or nannies or fathers – often the most inept in these situations – promised their indignant 
child sweets that would surely undo all of Isaac’s work. 
While Isaac did not care to work with the rich people’s children, neither did he care for his 
neighborhood’s rich people themselves.  They were too insular, Isaac thought.  This insularity 
meant that, by the late 1930s, his neighbors were so busy with their parties and business 
meetings and gossip that they failed to see the handwriting on the wall.  In the face of growing 
persecution, Austrian Jews had been leaving the country in droves; the members of Isaac’s 
sleepy community, however, stayed put.  They seemed touched by a bit of luck, they surmised, 
as the specters of racism and violence seemed to pass them by.  Most of them were still 
employed.  They could still find vendors that would sell to them.  They heard stories about 
Germany and shook their heads.  “How barbaric,” the people said, and then turned back to their 
coffee and their gossip and their lives.  
On November 10, 1938, life forever changed for Isaac’s community.  There was a new word on 
the people’s tongues and in the press: Reichskristallnacht. Though the neighborhood synagogue 
and storefronts surprisingly stood the night unscathed, the community collectively recognized 
that what they had previously understood as individual misfortunes were something more. The 
art dealer’s sudden drop in orders.  The banker’s quiet termination.  The cellist’s unceremonious 
ejection from the orchestra.  Perhaps none of this was coincidence.  Perhaps something bad was 
happening.  And, perhaps, there was worse coming.   
As his community was just waking up to its situation, Isaac was already on board a steamer to 
New York City.  He told no one that he was leaving.  He did not warn his secretary that he was 
abandoning his practice and country forever.  He cancelled no appointments.  He made no 
attempt to sell his parents’ flat.  Isaac had not even informed the baker, who was his father’s 
lifelong friend and owner of the storefront next to Isaac’s office.   
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*** 
Isaac’s skills in dentistry had afforded him relatively easy entrée into the Lower East Side’s 
Jewish community, and though Isaac made friends within his new community over the years, he 
wasn’t family.  This lack of familial tie meant that Isaac was often met with sad smiles and 
glowing recommendations whenever the boss’ son or nephew or cousin or cousin’s son finished 
residency.  While Isaac’s money from Austria more than covered the exit “taxes” and other costs 
of emigrating, as well as his small, clean flat on Willett Street, it was not enough for Isaac to 
begin his own practice.  Isaac had no collateral, and no one that could vouch for his fiscal 
responsibility in his new city.  Without the security of home or business that he had once known 
in Europe, Isaac was pleased when he was invited to work at the Guggenheim Dental Clinic as a 
teaching doctor. 
On his first day at the Clinic, Isaac was jolted by the reality of his new workplace.  He knew that 
the patients would be children: bused from schools all over the city, children whose families 
otherwise could not have afforded it received free dental care.  But when he entered the great 
doors on 72nd Avenue, the first thing that he heard was the screaming.  It was constant.  It spoke 
of the pain and terror some child was experiencing on some floor of the grand building.   
The screaming was the first thing he mentioned to his floor’s supervising doctor, Stanley. 
“We have to keep our students sharp, so they know when they’ve made mistakes and when 
they’ve been successful.  We don’t use anesthesia on the patients.” 
Isaac was sure he misheard his superior. “So the children have their teeth pulled or drilled with 
no painkillers, just so the students know when they’re hurting the children?” 
Stern was impassive.  “Yes.” 
Isaac’s first day at the clinic horrified him.  He came back on the second day, just to verify that 
what he had seen and heard on the first day – the screams, dentists slapping children that tried to 
resist the torture – was reality and not a nightmare.  It was real.   
 
From afar, Isaac had been attempting to follow what happened to his people in Europe as best he 
could.  From 1938 to the end of the war, news reports focused on the big picture, on military 
exploits, on whatever the United States government wanted its people to hear.  Isaac asked his 
other dentist friends and inquired at the synagogue – no one from his small community in Vienna 
had arrived in New York.  When news began flooding in about death marches, concentration 
camps and ovens, Isaac was shocked: he never thought it would have gotten that bad.  Months 
went by after the war, then years. The baker, his assistant, the nanny that would hide cookies in 
her pockets: Isaac’s compulsion to know their whereabouts overwhelmed him.  Isaac saved 
newspaper clippings, listened to radio reports, and talked with any neighbor who would listen 
about the war, commiserating over their losses. 
On the night of his second day at work, Isaac did his usual scouring of the newspaper at his 
dinner table and learned about his former home in a small story about Nazis razing a bank.  The 
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bank was in his former neighborhood.  The article added that the Nazis had also rounded up the 
inhabitants in the immediate vicinity, shipping them to Buchenwald, where they died. 
The details of their deaths were not disclosed.  But all dead.  Shot or gassed or starved. 
Everyone.  Even the children. 
The article was about gold, safes, and accounting, but Isaac focused on the middle of the article, 
where the journalist saw fit to briefly discuss the dozens of people that were murdered.  They 
were given one sentence. The entire community, the disappearance of all he had known.  Flanked 
by two dots. 
It seemed as if the air had been sucked out of the room.  Everything was hot.  Stifling.  Isaac 
thought of the ovens and let out a single cry.  He lowered his head to the table, sobbing.  He 
whispered pleas of forgiveness to God, to all those he had known.  Isaac prayed at the table for 
hours.  When he finally stood, spent, red-faced, stumbling to bed, a loneliness washed over him.  
He felt it settle into his bones, his mind, his heart.  He was all alone in the world. 
 
Heading to work the next morning, Isaac felt the loneliness on him and inside of him.  Everyone 
that had known his history, his people, and his place in the world had been wiped out. Only Isaac 
remained.  As Isaac passed the Guggenheim waiting room toward the elevator, he saw the line of 
children awaiting examination.  All races, all colors.  All terrified. 
Isaac remembered his days in his small Vienna office.  He remembered dreading each small 
patient; disinterestedly waiting out their cries, feeling relief when the patient had gone.  
He imagined these children screaming, thrashing, begging at the bullets or fire, gas or 
malnutrition.  He gave up praying to them.  He just wished he could hold their hands.   
Isaac’s students for that semester proved to be particularly useless.  In two days, they bungled so 
many drillings and fillings that Isaac started doing them himself, just to save the poor child 
patients from the pain.  It only took Isaac one day to learn that the doctors and their students 
drilled imaginary cavities in the teeth of very real children – something Isaac refused to do, the 
name of science be damned.  
The first child in Isaac’s chair that third morning of work – a small Negro girl with red hair and 
freckles – looked like she would try to make a run for it from the outset.  Isaac didn’t allow his 
students to go near her.  They’d only make this potentially bad situation much worse. 
Isaac bowed a little, then lowered himself to the quaking girl’s eye level.  “What’s your name?” 
Despite her terror, the girl had not forgotten her manners. “Doreen,” she said.  Her voice was 
small and sweet.  Not like the stronger, deeper tenor that this city seemed to produce in children. 
“Pretty name,” he said. He paused for a moment, then: “Could you open your mouth for me?” 
Doreen’s frightened timidity suddenly hardened.  Her eyes seemed to darken and her chin set.  
Resolute.  She shook her head, slowly, unafraid.   
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“Good girl,” Isaac thought to himself.  No nanny or parent to protect her.  Nothing to save her.  
So she’s saving herself. 
“I only want to check your teeth, okay?” he said aloud.  “I will tell you what I’m doing each step 
of the way.” 
Isaac’s students looked at each other in silent confusion.  The other dentists would have hit or at 
least threatened the child by now.  Certainly no one would have attempted to reason with her or 
make promises.   
“I’ll talk to you the whole time.  It may hurt a bit, but then it will be all over.  I promise.” 
The girl looked at Isaac, not sure whether to believe him.  In all her years coming to the clinic, 
this was the first time any of the White people in white coats had been nice to her.  He talked a 
little funny, but she understood him just fine.  She wasn’t sure if this was a trick. 
“I promise,” Isaac said again. 
Doreen studied Isaac for a moment.  Her former shyness got the better of her.  She turned away.  
Isaac thought of the dozen of Viennese children he had known, now forever gone.  He thought of 
cookies in pockets.  He thought of baking bread. 
The small child before him began to weep in fear of the inevitable.  Her whimper pulled Isaac’s 
attention back to the wide, bright room and to his small patient.  He should have helped those 
children.  He didn’t.  But he could help this child, and the next one that sat in his chair, and the 
next.   
He took Doreen’s hand in his own and squeezed it a little.  He crouched low, so he could look 
the girl in her eyes. 
“Everything will be better, but first we must begin.” He was speaking to himself as much as to 
the girl before him. At first, Doreen kept her eyes closed, her head down.  Isaac remained silent, 
watching. 
Then Doreen looked at Isaac and nodded.  She sat up in the chair, allowing the light from the tall 
window to fall on her small frame.  She trained her eyes to the ceiling nearly thirty feet above 
her.  She braced herself for what was coming, trusting the doctor that it would be over soon.  
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II. Things That Burn 
 
September, 1944 
They came to DC – I will never forget it – and she thought it, we were in New York.  We got off 
the train, had us going… off the train.  The conductor has to come by – ‘cause I can remember 
that as a child – and asked her, “Where are you going?” and she said, “I’m going to New 
York.”  He said, “This is not New York,” and, “You get back onto that train.”  And he put us 
back on the train.  He told my mother, “Now, you sit in here.  Don’t you move until I come and 
get you again!” 
 
The conductor stepped down onto the platform.  “What do you think you’re doing?” 
He tried to keep his voice inquisitive and a little playful to mask his alarm.  He didn’t understand 
why Negroes let their women and children travel unattended and unprotected.  Lord only knows 
what could happen to them between Ocala and Washington, D.C.  Not even the nation’s capital 
was safe. 
“I’m getting off in New York.” The woman’s tone was even and belied the tiny sliver of fear in 
her eyes.   
The conductor had seen that sliver before – sometimes widening into flat, opaque disks – in the 
eyes of Negroes on his train, aiming themselves and their children toward places they had only 
seen on a map.  If they were lucky enough to have ever seen a map.  If they could read. 
This woman was as ignorant of her whereabouts as the rest, evinced by her standing on a train 
platform in Washington, D.C. and thinking she was in New York City.  Even though she was 
wrong, she seemed so sure of herself.  Also, her speech was different.  While the “g” gently 
dropped off her gerunds like his did, the rest of her words did not twang like his.  Rather, they 
seemed to trip up and down, a bit like water over river stones. Or something like the voices of 
migrants from Jamaica and Barbados able to hustle themselves onto his train down in Florida.  
Like that, but slower, smoother.  River meeting ocean. 
The conductor didn’t gather all of this from her terse answer to his question, of course.  It was in 
the way she spoke to her children, who were squirming and seemed ready to run up and down 
the platform or cause trouble, one.  At least, he assumed they were her children – two of them 
pale with fire for hair, the other two the color of the chocolate bar melting in his pocket.  The 
last, the baby, wasn’t much darker than she was, and she wasn’t much darker than the conductor, 
tanned as he was from tending cattle as a child in central Florida and tending trains in his 
adulthood. 
The conductor scoffed as politely as he could, not wanting the slivers in this woman’s eyes to 
turn to disks, wanting to appear both friendly and authoritative, as if to a wild and splendid mare 
instead of a small Negro woman.  For reasons unbeknownst even to him, the conductor feared 
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that she would bolt, speed away from him down the platform, dragging her children behind her 
and toward a part of the world that neither expected nor cared about their arrival.  
“This isn’t New York,” he told her.  His race prohibited him from calling the woman “ma’am” or 
“miss,” but her bearing prevented him from calling her “gal” or, perhaps even more insulting, 
“auntie.”  He elected not to call her anything at all.  “This is Washington, D.C.  Get back on the 
train and sit down.”   
He turned on his heel and boarded, entering the car he assumed they emerged from.  He hoped 
the woman and her children were following him, but didn’t allow himself a backward glance.   
When the conductor heard the jumble of children’s footsteps and hissed adult commands, he was 
relieved. 
Working on the train had introduced the conductor to more types of Negroes than he had ever 
seen in his youth.  There were island Negroes, whose eyes were proud and determined, yet full of 
pain and ocean and sky.  There were Negroes that had worked the land in Alabama or Georgia, 
Mississippi or Florida – tales of White terrorism, etched into their skin, were retold with each 
skittish movement, each time one shushed another into silence at the conductor’s approach.  
Then there were the Negroes like this woman and her children, ones whose straight backs and 
easy yet tight smiles hinted at a world apart from one predicated upon White hatred and fear, a 
world that had its own hierarchies, secrets and wars that churned and spun whether White people 
knew about them or not.  Had this woman’s gaze seemed, at any point, to flutter to the conductor 
before veering away, had there been the slightest edge in her reply to him, he’d have thought her 
uppity.  But the crescent of fear hadn’t left her eyes when she had looked at him, nor the flatness 
from her voice.  No, it wasn’t that she imagined herself above him; it was that their moment of 
conversation seemed to place the conductor at the farthest periphery of this woman’s vision, and 
of her world.  He had been accustomed to the flash of dread in the Negro passenger’s eye at his 
approach, or to the gushing obsequiousness of the Negroes that worked under him – both long-
learned reactions to a history of White violence.  But this woman’s brief conversation made the 
conductor feel like he didn’t even exist.  Like he was invisible. 
The conductor turned to the woman and her children, now settling themselves back into their 
seats.  Reaching for his puncher, his hand brushed against the well-melted chocolate bar in his 
pocket.   
The conductor remembered being a child back in central Florida.  Few were willing to brave the 
mosquitoes, and those that cleared land for cattle grazing and orange groves had earned their 
place in the small rural community.  When the community grew large enough for a small supply 
store to be a sensible enough venture, it was a Negro couple that moved from a place called 
Philadelphia to start it. The husband, Murphy, was the son of an old rancher who rarely came 
down from the hills and had sent his son away when he was young.  No one knew the wife’s 
origins, but the conductor remembered that same other-worldly look in her eyes.  When the 
conductor would come into the store as a boy, Murphy’s wife seemed to come back to Earth for 
a moment just to sneak him a piece of chocolate – a rare, sweet gift so far from any city. They’d 
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giggle together at their shared secret, a momentary reprieve from a world filled with sunburnt 
men so used to fighting the elements that they thought they had to fight everything else, too. 
The wife’s smile and focus would fade at his father’s approach, however, as the man would 
request unnecessary sundries from her when Murphy was in the store, and fervidly whisper 
things that the boy couldn’t hear on days Murphy had gone to Orlando.  The boy’s father’s voice 
tumbled out then, hoarse, begging.  Murphy’s wife silently observed the man as one observes a 
cloud, then moved away from him as if he hadn’t said anything at all.   
One day, the boy’s father tried to grab the hand of the Murphy’s wife, who in turn hollered.  
Murphy ran into the store as the boy felt himself being dragged out by his father, who was 
yelling things that didn’t make sense.  That was their last visit to the store. 
The conductor snapped back to the present.  The woman and her children had settled themselves.   
“Do not move until I come and get you, you hear?  Don’t move.”  The woman looked at him, 
then past him.  She nodded at something invisible just over his left shoulder, trained on an area 
near his eyes but not holding his gaze.  The conductor held in his shudder at the familiar look as 
the woman pulled a piece of fried chicken from a small box.  It was burned at the edge, and the 
conductor wheeled around and quickly stumbled back to the front of the train, trying not to retch. 
He was nine when his father, drunk and with a strangely broadened chest, dragged him out of his 
bed to the bonfire.  He was nine when he squinted his eyes at the heat, wondering why his father 
and his fellow hands would be burning a horse in the dead of night, why they’d be burning such 
a prized animal at all.  The boy leaned forward and realized that the body in the fire was human, 
not horse.  And there were two.  When he lunged toward the flames, the boy’s father caught him 
by the shoulders.   
“Don’t move, you hear?  Don’t move.”  The command began as a growl but ended as a whimper.  
His father then stood to release a wail whose melancholy was hidden only by the hoots and 
hollers of the other ranch hands.  They knew this would be their last night in that tiny town.  If 
they’d have admitted it, they also knew that there was something wrong in them, a sickness that 
they couldn’t recognize and couldn’t fix, that forced them to howl at whatever they feared and 
raze whatever made them sad.  They knew, if left unchecked, they’d burn the entire world down 
around them, then burn themselves.  If they’d have admitted it. 
At the front of the train, away from the woman with the far-away look and her burned chicken, 
the conductor’s nausea dissipated just as quickly as it came.  He sighed heavily and looked out 
the window at the collection of rails and train cars.  There was safety in these things, he decided 
for the thousandth time.  Safety in metal and rail, train cars and coal, schedules and tickets to 
punch.  Wild sorrow would never tear out of a dining car and rip apart the sky.  The desperation 
from missing a train would never become charred flesh. 
He’d hopped a train the morning after he saw Murphy’s wife scorched clean of the other worlds 
in her eyes.  When on board, the boy cried to the same sunrise as did an old rancher, hills away, 
who had once sent his young son to a city free from bonfires.  
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The boy, like his father, couldn’t read and had to ask an old drifter next to him of their 
whereabouts the next day.  The old man said “Washington, D.C.,” but the boy’s blank stare 
showed he didn’t know what that meant.  The drifter looked the boy up and down, then laughed a 
little.  “Well, at least you made it this far.”   
The boy scrutinized the thin line of light coming in from the door of the train car, contemplating 
the rhythm of metal wheel on metal track.  He decided that they were safe and good. 
*** 
Once they had finally disembarked in New York City, Mina stood and waited.  And waited.  
She looked at the big clock in the center of the grand, warm room.  She looked around.  No use 
pretending that she was from the City.  She hadn’t opened her mouth not to a single person since 
she stepped off the train.  No passerby could have heard the foreign lilt of her voice, the slow 
Santee in her words. 
It was the children: they looked terrified.  Well, the older three did, anyway.  They craned their 
necks at the Penn Station ceiling in the same way they pressed their faces against the train 
windows – awestruck, dumbstruck, barely breathing.  As if this world were suddenly a monster 
whose approach they hadn’t noticed but had now come to swallow them up.  And maybe it had. 
It had been three hours since she had herded the children onto the train platform, and Mina didn’t 
know where Jero was or how to contact him.  He’d said he’d be there.  He wasn’t.  The baby had 
long needed to be changed, and the shock on Sonny’s face indicated he wouldn’t be undertaking 
his eldest child duties for at least the rest of the day.  Mina knew she and the children must look 
like a bunch of ragamuffins.  Disheveled, smelly, surrounded by trunks and suitcases, children 
gawking.  The need for her husband came at her like a wave.  So did her fury at him.  All at the 
same time, like so many times before. 
Mina shifted the baby to her other hip and wished for home.  She looked down at the children, 
lined up on the bench, green as green could be.  She quietly, delicately cursed her husband to 
hell.  The baby girl, Roberta, looked up at Mina, thinking her mother had said something sweet.  
She smiled a vague, four-year-old smile, as her eyes drifted to the splendid ceiling. 
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November, 1947 
“A household raised us.” 
Doreen Tillman was beaming when she closed the front door after Sonny.  He had just come to 
give her the news, and then had to go take care of the younger ones.  She told him he could send 
Roberta and Larry if he needed to, but he politely refused.  A shy boy, he had always been 
protective of his little brothers and sisters when in his care.  She didn’t take his refusal 
personally.   
Anyway, she had just gotten the wonderful news. 
“Peter!  Peter, can you hear me?”  She called out to her brother.  She left him at the window 
when Sonny knocked on the door.  She and Peter had been watching the children on the street, 
making sure that none of them got in too much trouble.  If they did, she’d report it to their 
mothers across the hall.  The women wouldn’t need to immediately go down and correct their 
children: they already knew that some adult or older sibling from the block was invariably sitting 
on the stoop and would dole out the immediate correction in her stead.  But later, once her errant 
child came home, a follow-up whooping would be given, first for the offense that occurred hours 
earlier, then for the fact that someone from the block had to take time out of her day to correct 
the child.  Peter and Doreen always paid special attention to the Emile children when they were 
out playing, but they weren’t out that afternoon.   
Peter looked up at his sister.   
“Mina had the baby, and in a taxi cab, too.  Didn’t even make it to the hospital,” she said 
breathlessly, as if she had run the length of an apartment much larger than their own.  “She 
named her Doreen.”   
Peter perked up at the news and smiled a broad, silent smile.  As Peter was the quiet one of the 
two, Doreen had spoken for both of them their entire lives.  Now that they were old, Doreen 
cared for her younger brother much in the same way she had when they were little: reminiscent 
of their youth in Florida, where Doreen made sure her toddling brother steered clear of the tall 
lakeside grasses that hid snakes and baby gators, Doreen spent her elder years as a cleaning lady, 
ensuring that her shy, quiet brother could stay safely tucked away in their tiny apartment, 
removed from the dangers of the city streets.  It seemed that Peter was born in the wrong time 
and place: he was too slow, too sensitive, and too observant for this world that didn’t take kindly 
to quiet, gentle, thoughtful Negroes.  Those Negroes got chewed up and spit out – whether they 
were in the North or the South.  It didn’t make a difference.  Doreen had spent a lifetime 
protecting her brother from the world, putting on a tough, almost abrasive shell at a young age.  
She didn’t know their daddy, and their mama was always working, cleaning for the rich people 
in Maitland.  Only Doreen could keep Peter safe, so that’s what she did. 
Peter stood and opened his mouth to speak, but before he could, Doreen had already started in 
again.  “We have to get dinner and supper goin for my Mina,” Doreen murmured to herself as 
much as to her brother.  “Yeah, the gal Francine is there, but that’s too much on a young one.  
Too much.”  Doreen moved to the kitchen.  Peter followed, as his sister began throwing open 
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cabinets and pulling out ingredients.  He didn’t know exactly what his sister planned on cooking, 
but she clearly planned on making a lot of it.  There was the pound of ground beef on the 
counter, then a loaf of bread.  There was some fish, then four oranges – so plentiful in their youth 
that they used the fruit as balls for catch, Doreen now had to pay a premium for even the 
sickliest-looking specimen.  Such was life in the North, Peter thought to himself as Doreen 
pulled out two sticks of cinnamon and a Crisco can of lard.  When Peter saw the lard, he moved 
back into the living room: though Doreen created culinary masterpieces from minimal 
ingredients every day, he didn’t want to stick around to see how today’s adventure would pan 
out.   
Peter knew that his sister’s excitement was getting in the way of her good cooking sense.  That 
was okay, though: she loved Mina and her family more than anyone else they knew.  Their 
mother, long dead, was all the blood family they had, so when the small, high-yellow woman 
moved in across the hall with her big husband and all those babies, Doreen immediately decided 
that the Emiles would be Doreen’s and Peter’s new family.  Peter remembered who lived in that 
apartment before: a very nasty woman and her mean husband.  Both Peter and Doreen were glad 
to see them go, and he still remembered the day the young family moved in after the rude couple 
had gone.   
The siblings had just finished eating breakfast by the window, and they spied a new family 
walking down the street.  Each of the children held two suitcases, except the tiny girl, who 
struggled with one.  There was a small woman walking behind the children.  She had a baby on 
her hip.  The large man in front held a trunk large enough for two men.  For how happy he 
looked, the trunk must have been full of gold, Peter had thought to himself.  He didn’t say so to 
his sister, though: she was already up and heading to the kitchen.  Soon, there were piping hot 
biscuits on a plate, enough for the new family that they now heard shuffling around in the 
apartment across the hall.  When Doreen, her brother trailing behind, knocked on the Emiles’ 
door, Peter could see that his sister could barely contain her excitement.  Her feet were tapping 
while she waited. The large man opened it, the small woman just a few feet behind him.  Doreen 
and Peter could hear the children’s footfalls and laughter in the living room, but couldn’t see 
them from where they stood. 
“Morning,” said Doreen, and held out the plate of biscuits.  The large man smiled appreciatively.  
The tiny woman looked pleased.  “I’m Doreen Tillman, and this is Peter,” Doreen did a half-
wave at her brother, but kept her eyes on the two new faces in front of her.  The siblings watched 
as the man’s expression became alarmed and the woman’s confused.  He looked at the woman 
Peter and Doreen assumed was his wife.  “Tillman?” he said to his wife.  She shrugged, then 
looked at her new neighbors.  “My people are Tillmans,” she said to Doreen.  Doreen thought the 
tiny woman’s voice sounded like quiet singing.  She immediately loved it and wanted to hear 
more.  “You from South Carolina?”   
Ah. That’s why she talked that way.  “No,” Doreen shook her head, disappointed that was the 
first word she would ever say to the woman.  “Florida. Way down.”  Doreen smiled, but the man 
still looked hesitant.  Peter assumed that the man was no fan of his wife’s family.  Doreen sensed 
it, too, and tried to help: “None left but us.” She did another half-wave to her brother, but still 
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didn’t look at him.  “We live across the hall.  It’s just us.”  The man seemed to ease, but now the 
woman looked disappointed.  Doreen glanced at Peter: this was going to be harder than she 
thought, but Doreen was not easily defeated.  “We brought biscuits for the children,” she said, 
lifting the plate a little higher as a distraction, “since it’s almost dinnertime.”  The man’s eyes re-
focused on the plate, and he finally lifted it from Doreen’s hands, which were large and strong.  
She was a tall woman – almost his height, Jero noticed – and her sinewy arms hinted at a life that 
required she worked them hard, for long hours every day.  This woman seemed nice, and she 
could cook.  Jero was glad she lived across the hall.  He glanced back at Mina behind him, who 
immediately picked up on his signal. 
“W-would you like to—“ 
“Oh, no, no!” Doreen dismissed the question with a wave.  “We know y’all are settling in.  We’ll 
come by another time.”  Peter suppressed a smile: he knew his sister wanted to cross that 
threshold more than anything in that moment.  But she had home training, something to which 
she held tightly in a City where having manners seemed like a lost art.  “How ‘bout this: I make 
dinner for y’all.  Tonight.  That way, you don’t have to worry about it.”  Both the man and his 
wife looked like they wanted to hug Doreen, and, inwardly, she was thrilled about it.  The couple 
nodded their acceptance of Doreen’s invitation. Doreen clasped her hands together in excitement 
and turned back toward her and her brother’s apartment.  Peter nodded his farewell, and Jero, 
bemused by this silent, male version of the talkative woman, nodded back.   
Closing their front door behind him, Peter saw that Doreen was already a whirlwind around the 
house.   “It’s a blessing to have a large family,” Doreen said to the pots and pans she clanked 
around as well as to her brother.  Peter assumed her expertise on the blessings of a large family 
came from their not having one.  “It’s a blessing, but it can’t be easy.  We have to help them.”  
Peter wasn’t sure what help he could offer a family that never asked for his help, but Doreen had 
spent their whole lives pulling him into her ambitions.  He didn’t expect her to stop now.  “Start 
cleaning while I cook,” she said to the silent man behind her.  “We want them to see this is a 
place where they can always come.”  Peter turned to find the feather duster and thought about the 
prospect of little children running around his home, knocking over the knick-knack table and 
playing checkers with his chess set.  Without even realizing it, he started to whistle while he 
dusted, doing a little two-step around the credenza.  Doreen, who hadn’t heard her brother 
whistle since they were children, peeked out of the kitchen just to be sure she wasn’t hearing 
things.    
From that day to this, the Emiles were Peter’s and Doreen’s family.  They would keep an eye on 
the children when they played down in front of the building, making sure they didn’t cross the 
street or run around the block like those wild city children did. Watching the Emile children was 
Doreen’s personal mission when she wasn’t at work. Jero’s and Mina’s children were from the 
South, and that meant something as positive to fellow southerners as it meant something negative 
to the native New Yorkers, Negro and White.  Doreen spent her years as a porter and resident of 
Harlem watching Negroes come to the City from the South, poor and scary and green, to be sure, 
but polite and respectful and God-fearing as well.  They acted like they had sense.  They greeted 
you in the street.  They didn’t try to cheat you or steal.  They were human beings. 
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After some time in the City, some of the same southerners started to turn into animals, and their 
children into worse.  They’d knock you over the head just as soon as look at you.  Got into 
drinking and drugs in a way that they forgot everything else.  Even let their children run the 
streets at night.  Their kids would be floating around the City without an anchor, without anyone 
to protect them, without anywhere to go.  Doreen would not let that happen to Mina’s and Jero’s 
children if she had anything to say about it.   
Doreen was so excited about this new baby, she found herself making three different suppers at 
once: meatloaf, fried fish, and kielbasa and potatoes.  The last dish she learned from Mina 
herself, who, if she learned it from Jero, didn’t tell.  While Mina could cook, Doreen long ago 
realized that it was Jero who could really cook.  And that’s what she loved about that family: the 
man could do woman’s work and still be a man; Mina and Jero taught their sons to iron, cook, 
and clean just like the girls.  Even though the girls did most of that work in the house, at least 
Emile and her husband taught their boys how to do it.  They were growing their children to be of 
use in the world, rather than some lumps that couldn’t find their way out of a paper bag. Doreen 
put the top back on the pot of the stewed potatoes.  She thought of her young friend.  She loved 
Mina like a daughter and was proud of her as if she were her daughter as well.   
Doreen remembered the day she realized that Mina was so smart: she had come over when Mina 
was helping Francine with her homework.  Doreen could read just fine and was able to do the 
simple arithmetic she needed every day, but on that day, Mina was using school words that 
Doreen had never heard before.  Doreen knew they had to do with math, because Mina and her 
daughter were leaning over a book with lots of numbers in it.  But Doreen did not understand 
what Mina was saying.  And, from the look on Francine’s face, neither did she.  As she tried to 
help Francine, Mina’s voice was soft and light in a way that Doreen rarely heard when she spoke 
to her children. Doreen could see she was enjoying herself.  
While Mina never cursed her children, she was not too easy on them, either. Doreen understood 
why: the City shocked every southerner at first.  It was hard to believe what was acceptable 
there, and the new freedoms Negroes could experience there sometimes made them forget who 
they were.  Doreen could see that Mina tried to keep a constant watch over her children, making 
sure that the City didn’t ruin them.  There was no time to be sweet or nice. Not when other 
people’s children were running the streets until midnight, or later.  Not when you had to scare 
rats out of your kitchen there in the North like you had to scare snakes out of your yard back at 
home.  Not when every news story, every piece of gossip, every look in every White person’s 
eye seemed to blame Harlem for its ills.  Not when it seemed like everything was working 
against you to keep your Negro self in that run-down apartment on that run-down street where 
White people would only come to entertain themselves.  As if Harlem was some exotic jungle to 
pass through and tell stories about later.  Raising babies in this White man’s jungle was hard 
work, just like it was hard in the White man’s jungle that was the South.  They kept on making 
these jungles that Negroes have to survive, and that was enough to make any woman that would 
have been somebody kind, somebody quiet, and somebody sweet into somebody hard.  
Somebody that was fighting all the time.  Somebody that couldn’t seem to stop fighting.    
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Oh, and how Mina wouldn’t stop fighting.  She tried to fight that Jero at least once a week, even 
though anyone could see that her nose was wide open for him.  Maybe that was why she fought 
him so much – maybe she had to fight the City for her children but fight the City out of her 
husband.  A few times a month, Francine would walk Mina over to the Tillmans’ when the 
fighting got too bad.  Sometimes Mina would have had a little to drink, but she was usually 
sober.  It was always too late for children to be awake, which is why Doreen would let Mina in: 
she wanted the children to get some sleep, and knew that the small, fighting woman would only 
stop fighting if she was separated from the man she so loved. Letting a few hours pass – letting 
Jero sleep off another Friday or Saturday night on the town without his wife – always seemed to 
do the trick. After years of this, Doreen knew that Jero needed to let his liquor settle in him, and 
that Mina needed a moment to calm down, to let her mind rest so that she could be strong for her 
children the next day.   
Doreen would usher Mina into her apartment those nights and prepare some tea, a beverage that 
Doreen never really drank but soon learned Mina loved. Francine would sit on the settee for a 
little while, sad and tired and too young for all of this.  Despite the girl’s exhaustion, her back 
was straight as she sat, and she kept watch over her mother.  After ten minutes or so, Doreen 
dismissed Francine, who would quickly dart out of the apartment, happy to no longer feel 
responsible for the adults in her life, even if only for a few hours.  Once she heard her oldest 
daughter shut the door behind her, Mina would burst into tears.  The old scene had repeated itself 
just a week before this new baby was born. 
“I’m trying, Miss Tillman.  I’m trying,” Mina had sobbed into her hands. 
Doreen alternately rubbed and patted Mina’s back as she listened out for the tea boiling.  “I 
know, baby, I know.” 
Mina sniffled and looked down at her hands. “Jer is a good man.  He’s a good man.  So why 
doesn’t he just do right sometime?  All I wanna do is make sure that we have rent before he goes 
out doing who knows what.”  Doreen stayed silent.  She wasn’t sure whether Mina had any idea 
what Jero was doing when he was out or not, and Doreen felt it wasn’t her place to tell what 
she’d heard.  Still, Doreen couldn’t deny that Jero was a good father – he worked hard to raise 
respectful and respectable children.  And he worked as many jobs as he needed so that Mina 
could stay home with the children – a luxury that many husbands on their block couldn’t or 
didn’t afford their women, if the women had husbands at all. 
“This isn’t like Georgetown,” Mina continued, beginning to sound more resolute than sad.  “If 
Jer messed up the money back home, I had Mamma to help me, or Jer’s mother.” Mina almost 
smiled at the thought of Jero’s mother. A tough, no-nonsense woman born into slavery and 
raised on a mosquito-infested rice plantation, Mary Emile prayed to her God and threatened her 
children with the same fiery intensity. She accepted Mina with open arms when the young 
woman came home with Jero that day in November 1931, months pregnant but only hours 
married. Mary held Mina’s face in her hands firmly and said, “A family is a blessing from the 
Lord.  A blessing.” She held Mina’s gaze for a moment and gave a nod of approval.  Then she 
turned to begin setting up the bedroom for her new daughter-in-law.  It wasn’t until Mina began 
160 
 
laboring with Sonny – while both Mary and Jero were at work – that Mina’s own mother finally 
brought her home.  And that was only because people in the neighborhood told her she should.  
That last detail engulfed Mina in another wave of sadness.  “But I’ve got nobody here,” Mina’s 
tone grew mournful again.  “Nobody to depend on.”   
Doreen knew that wasn’t true, of course.  After all, Mina was sitting on her couch crying to her 
at damn near two o’clock in the morning.  And Doreen wasn’t the only one to whom Mina could 
turn: while she had a reputation for being no-nonsense in her own right, Mina was well-liked in 
the neighborhood.  Was she as well-known as her husband? Probably not.  But was she liked by 
the people that knew her?  Definitely.  Liked and respected.  Mina carried herself with a poise 
and grace that made Doreen like to see her walking down the street, whether from a visit to 
church or the market.  Mina was classy, and that was one thing Doreen liked about the North, 
despite its drawbacks: you could be classy and poor in New York.  The South didn’t allow for 
such a thing.  Could you be poor and honorable in the South?  For sure.  Poor and hard working?  
Of course – the more hardworking the Negro, the better, as far White folks were concerned.  But 
poor and classy?  Now, that was going too far.   
Doreen let Mina sob and sub-suck and shudder over tea for a little while longer.  Then Doreen 
gave the signal that it was time for Mina to go back home to her husband and children: “How 
‘bout you come over for breakfast in the morning?  One of the porters got me some good 
sausage.  Came straight from Alabama this week.”  Mina looked up at her friend, smiling and 
nodding through her tears.  Mina didn’t know what she would do without this woman who was 
closer to her both in proximity and emotional relationship than her own family – neither Mina’s 
family down South nor Jeanne and her husband, who were just quick cab ride away, knew how 
hard Mina was struggling, and Mina wanted to keep it that way. The few times that she did share 
her problems with her family, they were surprisingly cruel.  When Mina asked to borrow a little 
money the last time Jeanne visited, her older sister responded, “You shouldn’t have opened your 
legs and had all them kids.”  Francine and Larry were in the room at the time, though they 
pretended not to hear.  And Mina didn’t even want to think about her mother’s response when 
she wrote her about coming back home last year.  
Doreen’s door was always open to Mina and her family, and she didn’t think they would have 
survived in the City for very long if it weren’t for the great woman’s love and companionship.  
Mina took her cue to leave.  She stood.  “Goodnight, Miss Tillman.  And thank you.” 
“Of course, Emile,” Doreen smiled.  “And don’t forget about the sausage in the morning.” 
Mina nodded quickly and was out the door.  They didn’t hug or prolong their farewell: Mina 
knew that Doreen would always be there, door opened for Mina and her family, just as Mina 
would be for Doreen and Peter. If she knew anything in the world, she knew that.   
Doreen thought of that Saturday night while she prepared what was turning out to be an eleven-
course meal for her neighbors and their new addition.  She noticed that her brother was whistling 
in the next room, just as he had on the day the Emiles first moved in.  She assumed he had 
started cleaning again, too, just like on that day.  As she checked the pots and stirred, tasting 
everything along the way, Doreen began to hum.  At first, she hummed absently to Peter’s 
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whistle, then, when she recognized the tune she was humming, she started to sing.  “This little 
light of mine, I’m gonna let it shine.  Oh, this little light of mine, I’m gonna let it shine.”  Soon, 
her quiet brother was singing along in the living room.   
Their voices came together in rough harmony as they sang the song their mother sang on the rare 
occasion that she could spend an entire day at home with them, on the rare occasion the White 
people she worked for didn’t need her to cook anything or clean anything or raise their children 
for them.  From their separate rooms, the brother and sister raised their voices louder and louder, 
singing for a mother who never got the chance to raise them.  They raised their voices for the 
small woman next door, daily surrounded by a growing family and who, unbeknownst to her, 
lived the dream of an old maid way down in Florida, now long dead and gone.  They raised their 
voices in a song of protection for this small fighting woman, for the hard-working, jolly father of 
her children, for the ever-increasing children themselves.  They sang for the new little Doreen.  
They dusted and stirred and sang for the abundance that was taking place right before their very 
eyes.  They raised their voices for the miracle that was happening one apartment away, and for 
every hard-fought, tiny-fisted blessing from the Lord.  
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April, 1964 
“Why did he say he didn’t want you to go?” 
“He didn’t want his son to die and… He, he thought it was a senseless war.” 
 
Annie paced up and down the courtyard.  Her twins were calling her.  Crying.   
Robert Junior.  Alvin. 
Crying and screaming at her, angry. 
Annie couldn’t make them stop.  She tried to quiet them, speaking in soothing tones when their 
cries were baby cries, babbling and blubbering, angry and sad.  Confused.  Annie tried to calm 
them, make the world right.  She sang softly, urgently.  She shushed them. 
Other times, they were indignant toddlers with skinned knees.  Then, Annie’s cooing turned to 
stern talk, more matter-of-fact.  She had to remind her boys of what was waiting for them in the 
world.  Nothing nice.  Nothing easy.  She couldn’t hold on to a man-child that was no longer a 
baby.  She had to help grow him strong. 
Robert Senior made sure of that.  Whenever one of the twins would run home crying about what 
some other kid did to him in the street or at school, Robert Senior would catch him in the chest, 
sending the small boy reeling from the blow.  “Man up!” Robert Senior would yell at the 
shocked child.  “Don’t lose no fight out in the street then come home crying, ‘cause I’m just 
gonna beat you here!” 
The boys quickly learned that Robert Senior was true to his word.  They stopped coming home 
crying, and, soon, they stopped crying altogether.  When a door slammed too hard or a glass 
came up broken, Robert Senior’s corporal punishment was met with the boys’ dry eyes and blank 
stares.  In those moments, Annie could tell that they weren’t being insolent by refusing to cry; 
instead, it was as if her boys just went away for a while and left their bodies behind for Robert 
Senior to beat.  Everything that made Annie’s boys her boys – their laughter, their playfulness, 
their shyness – flew away the moment Robert Senior reprimanded them for some minor 
infraction, only to return once he left the house, whether to go work, go drink, or go cheat.  
Annie didn’t care; she had long ago understood her lot as Robert’s wife, gladly accepting a life 
of spousal neglect in New York over a life of sharecropping in the Delta.  What was harder to 
swallow, however, was what Robert Senior was doing to her sons.  He was erasing them, right 
before her eyes.   
Annie didn’t know how to fight for them: the one act of defiance in her lifetime had been to get 
into a truck heading to Harlem with Robert Senior – a man who was not particularly handsome 
or particularly ambitious, but who promised to marry Annie if she came with him.  Robert Senior 
knew they didn’t lynch people up North, and that was all he needed to know.  Annie was the 
eleventh of fourteen children to parents so resigned to working the White man’s land that even 
their sex profited him.  And if a Black body wasn’t profitable, it was killed.  Annie knew she 
didn’t want to live in the fields, but she didn’t want to die for refusing them, either.  So she took 
Robert Senior at his word and went away with him. 
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Annie’s boys loved her.  She was sure of that.  Whenever she requested anything, the twins 
jumped to respond.  When Robert Senior was away, and she was angry with them, they plied her 
with smiles and kisses until she laughed and hugged and kissed them in return.  They were 
something so different from what she had expected in her life, their mere presence fascinated 
her, and she watched them navigate their days as if they were strange, lovely aliens, not fit for 
the world she had envisioned for herself.   
When Robert Senior was home, there was little laughter from the boys. No hugs and kisses, 
either.  Whenever he beat them, Annie maintained her distance from them for a while afterward, 
ashamed by her inability to protect these beautiful beings, and waiting eagerly for Robert Senior 
to leave so that they could fill up with light again and not have to be men so soon. 
By the time they were Robert Senior’s size, Robert Junior and Alvin had grown into taller, wider 
versions of the children they had been – shy, obedient, respectful.  They immediately obeyed 
each command from their parents.  Their quiet adherence to every rule overshadowed their 
academic mediocrity, and each new school year quickly saw the boys touted as model students 
by teachers and administrators alike.   
While Annie thought Robert Senior would have been proud of his well-liked sons, their docility 
seemed to anger him even more.  He would beat Robert Junior and Alvin for any reason, or for 
no reason at all.  And, despite the boys’ height and weight advantage over their aging father, they 
let him do it.  Robert Senior would curse at them, his arms and belt flailing, sometimes making 
contact with his sons’ grown bodies, sometimes missing their mark.  The boys never retorted.  
They never pled.  They never cried.   
Annie noticed that they started floating away from her, too, even after the punishment was over 
and Robert Senior left the house.  The boys remained respectful and obedient, but they no longer 
talked to Annie or laughed with her.  When she looked into their eyes, she saw their 
disappointment – with life, with Robert Senior, with her.   
When Robert Senior announced that both boys had to enlist upon graduation, only Annie had a 
visible reaction.  The family was sitting at the small table, eating dinner.  Annie was surprised 
that Robert Senior was there to eat with them, though she didn’t say so.  He usually left the 
house an hour before dinner time and sometimes didn’t return until the next morning.  Annie 
never asked where he went. Robert Senior’s job as a janitor somewhere downtown was enough 
to pay their bills, and he gave her money each week to buy a modest amount of food.  Her boys 
never went hungry, and they always had a roof over their heads.  That was enough for her. 
As Robert Senior made this announcement, sawing into his sausage and stuffing more cabbage in 
his mouth, Annie understood why he stuck around that evening.  She also remembered what she 
had been hearing about that Vietnam War.  Boys coming back hooked on opium.  Boys coming 
back without their legs or arms or sanity.  Boys not coming back at all. 
Annie looked up from her food.  The boys had stopped eating, but kept their eyes trained on their 
plates.  Robert Senior was shoveling in his food as if he had not just given his sons a death 
sentence.   
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Annie felt a rumbling.  In the pit of her stomach, it was as if everything inside her – her dinner, 
her breakfast, her years, her childhood, her sons’ future – was shaking angrily.  It made her body 
shake on the outside and pushed a growl from her throat that was a mix of gravel and hate.  
“No!” she snarled, looking past her sons, who lifted their heads in disbelief.  Annie locked eyes 
with her husband.  “No, you will not send my boys to that hellhole.” 
Robert Senior shared his sons’ shock.  “What did you say to me?” 
Annie repeated herself, advising her husband that her boys would only be sent off to war over 
her dead body. 
As Annie fought her husband in the living room, down the hallway, past the kitchen and into the 
bedroom, the boys remained at the table.  She threw things and cursed and shouted.  She tried to 
claw out Robert Senior’s eyes.  She tried to pull his hair.  She took his blows to the stomach and 
head and kept raging.  All the while, Annie cried.  She cried as she ducked.  She sobbed as she 
threw shoes and lamps.  She wailed as her fists flew and as she absorbed the returns.  She cried 
for the years and years that her boys could not.  She cried for the years and years that she should 
have fought for them and didn’t. 
 
On the day that the boys left for basic training, Robert Senior was not home.  Though his size 
and stamina had eventually worn Annie down to a broken, weeping heap on their bedroom floor, 
the evening of the fight allowed Robert Senior to absolve himself of any physical presence in his 
own home.  Annie only saw him one or two days a week.  They did not speak.   
The boys were, as always, obedient.  One parent wanted them to go off the war; one did not.  The 
boys obeyed the physically dominant one, as they had their whole lives.   
At Port Authority, Annie pressed her face to their chests, sobbing.  They patted her on the back, 
smiling distantly, waiting for their mother to finish.  The boys said kind words to her that they 
wouldn’t remember.  As they boarded, they didn’t turn around to see if she was still watching 
them leave her.  She was. 
 
When Annie got the first letter, the one about Alvin, she became undone: she stopped cooking 
and cleaning.  She didn’t go to the market.  Alvin’s old Cooper and Seward Park teachers, who 
had heard the news, would bring her casseroles and pies.  She ate them, leaving the unwashed 
dishes in the growing, fetid pile in the sink.  Robert Senior stopped coming home all together. 
When the letter came about Robert Junior two months later, Annie realized the air in the now-
emptied apartment was poisoned.  That was the only thing that made sense.  Two dead sons and 
a long-gone husband.   It must have been the air.  Annie stayed outside of her home as much as 
possible in order to avoid the toxins, but she couldn’t leave it completely: whenever she got up 
the courage to hold her breath and wander the dark, stale rooms, Annie could hear babies and 
children crying.  Each time she emerged from her apartment, empty-handed and gasping for 
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unpoisoned air, she would remember her husband and get angry.  She didn’t know where those 
babies were, exactly, but she couldn’t leave them.  Not like he did. 
*** 
Jero woke with a start.  At first, he thought he was hearing things and tried to settle back into 
sleep.  But then he heard it again – shouting from the courtyard.  Not just any shouting, however: 
someone was shouting his name. 
“Ain’t none of y’all any good!  Ain’t none!  Everybody knows Jero Emile ain’t no good.  
Everybody!” 
Jero sat up. 
“He acts like he’s better than the rest of us, but we all know what he’s really doing out here! 
What all y’all do!  All y’all!” 
“Damn Annie,” Jero muttered, now fully awake. 
He looked over at Mina, who was still sleeping.  And snoring.  He smiled.  Mina would deny she 
snored until the day she died, but he knew she did.  Hell, the whole house knew.  He didn’t hear 
any stirring from the big bedroom, but if Victoria or Lena woke up, he knew Doreen would take 
care of them. 
In the courtyard, Annie broke off into muttering.  For a moment, she had forgotten what she was 
going to say next.  She knew Jero Emile, but not well.  She knew he had known Robert Senior.  
She knew he had boys.  And not one of them was dead like hers.  It wasn’t right.   
“He’s out in them streets, just like Robert was!  Out in them streets…”  Annie kept yelling things 
she knew.  And when she ran out of things she knew, she started shouting things didn’t know for 
sure but made up.  It made no difference; it was probably true anyway.   
Up on the sixth floor, Jero sighed.  He didn’t like to judge folks, and he heard that Annie had 
been through enough to drive her crazy.  Her no-count husband didn’t help, he was sure.  Jero 
drank with Robert a few times, before his boys died.  He didn’t like him even back then. And 
Jero couldn’t imagine what he would have done had something happened to any of his children.  
Still, he had to get up and go to work in a few hours, and Annie picking this night to turn her 
sights on him was trying his patience. 
Down below, Annie was trying to remember Jero’s wife.  She was having a hard time picturing 
the woman, and the extra concentration made her brain buzz.  Then the buzzing turned into 
humming, the humming into whining, and the whining into crying.  Babies crying.  Toddlers 
crying.  Children crying.  Her boys.  Crying.  
 Then Annie remembered: “And your old lady, Mina—“ 
Jero didn’t wait to hear what else Annie had to say.  He jumped out of bed, threw on his pants, 
and went into the living room to look for Andy’s baseball bat. 
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On the other side of the courtyard, Mina’s and Jero’s middle son, Vincent, was at his mother-in-
law’s house.  Vin, Cassandra, and Mrs. Tyler were laughing together at the small kitchen table, 
drinking and smoking when they heard Annie.  At first, they thought nothing of it: Annie went 
on her tears often enough that her fussing never constituted an emergency.  But Vin fell silent 
when he heard Jero’s name.  He quickly moved to his mother-in-law’s kitchen window, opening 
it. 
Across the way, Jero opened his window overlooking the courtyard.  Annie looked up.  She was 
disheveled and hurt from some past memory.  Jero could see it in her face.  But when she opened 
her mouth, a stream of invectives flew out that seemed to surprise even her.  When she had 
finished, she held Jero’s gaze, looking at once confused and defiant. 
From Mrs. Tyler’s window, Vin gasped.  He hoped his wife and mother-in-law hadn’t heard 
what Annie just said.  He prayed his mother and sisters were still asleep.  He looked at his father.  
Jero hadn’t noticed his son who, though in the next building, was almost at eye level.  Jero’s eyes 
were trained on Annie.   
Vin heard Jero curse the woman, then yell, “I’m coming down!” He shut the window.   
If Jero and Annie had an exchange before Vin opened Mrs. Tyler’s window, he didn’t hear it.  
But he did see his father’s incensed, exhausted face as he closed his window.  He also saw his 
father’s silhouette: it was Jero’s form, but it was holding something long and narrow in its hand.   
Vincent knew he had two minutes to get to his father before his father got to Annie. 
Vin burst out of Mrs. Tyler’s front door and bounded down the stairs two at a time, counting the 
flights as he went down.  He threw open the building doors and turned right toward his parents’ 
walk-up.  Luck was with Vin when he got to the building door: a couple was leaving as he was 
entering, so he didn’t have to get buzzed in.  Vin leapt up two stairs at a time.  He didn’t count 
the flights this time; he was looking for his father. 
The men met each other on the fifth floor, breathless – one from outrage, the other from physical 
exertion.  Vin tried to widen his lean frame and block his father’s way.  He noted the bat in 
Jero’s hand. 
“Dad, don’t,” Vin pleaded.  “Don’t.” 
Jero, not knowing where his son had come from or how he appeared before him, skipped to the 
issue at hand. 
“So you heard her?  You heard what she said about your mother?” 
Jero’s voice raised almost to a shout, and Vin was afraid.  He’d never seen his father this angry.  
Also, he had never tried to physically restrain his father before.  He’d never needed to.  And, 
despite the advantage of youth, Vin didn’t think he could. 
Vin’s voice wavered.  “Yessir, yessir.  I heard it.  But don’t worry about it.  That lady’s not 
worth it – she’s crazy.  Dad, please.” 
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The break in Vin’s voice brought Jero’s attention from the woman downstairs and into the dark 
hallway, to his son.   
Annie’s sons were this boy’s age. This man’s age. This man. 
Jero looked down at the bat in his hand for a moment, his rage moving from crazy Annie to the 
madness that was the world.  It wasn’t fair that Annie’s boys were taken from her to be fodder 
for some rich man’s war.  It wasn’t fair that she married a coward that brought her this far and 
left her to handle their deaths alone.  It wasn’t fair that Jero got to look into his boy’s – his young 
man’s – eyes at that moment, and Annie would never be able to do the same thing with her sons.   
Vin walked his father back up to his apartment and then headed back to his mother-in-law’s.  
Once in the apartment, he noticed that the courtyard was quiet.  Vin peered out of Mrs. Tyler’s 
kitchen window.  Annie had disappeared.   
Vin stood there, staring at the narrow, trash-strewn alleyway.  He remembered Alvin and Junior 
from his high school days.  Bad at math, but good at basketball.  Never had girlfriends that he 
knew of.  They’d smile through closed mouths when you told a joke – never laughed – and 
always got sad and quiet after smoking reefer.   
They were cool, good guys.  Never hurt a fly. 
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III. Hawks 
December, 1947 
“Anyway, it, it, it just [pause] took something from me, Kelly, the whole [pause]…  It just 
changed.” 
Sonny cinched his coat a little tighter, but the Hawk took no notice.  The biting wind seemed to 
careen down from angry heavens, blasting through any human in its path.  Even the rats were 
smart enough to stay out of this cold. 
That’s the one thing he had to get used to in the City – the rats.  They were everywhere – 
foraging in the courtyards, scurrying into sewers, invading their tenement apartment.  If the 
pigeons and general grime weren’t enough, the rats made everything feel dirty.  Sonny spent 
months training himself not to wonder what may have nibbled his bread prior to his breakfast 
time or walked on his pillow before he lay down his head, and once he trained himself, the City 
became bearable.  He wasn’t used to it – he’d never get used to it.  But he could bear it.  But it 
was Christmas, and this time of year reminded him that nothing was the same.   
It had been three years since the move and two more babies had come. His Aunt Sister had 
invited Sonny to live with her, to free up a bit of space in his parents’ cramped 2-bedroom 
apartment.  Sonny had a job delivering papers and was about to get one more.  Though the 
oldest, he was clearly going to be the smallest of his siblings – of the boys, anyway.  His brothers 
and sisters were outgrowing him as if the City was just the rarefied air they needed.  Sonny spent 
his days feeling like he couldn’t even put down roots. 
Sonny missed South Carolina.  He missed running up and down the streets without worrying 
about getting hit by a car or a truck or a blast of wind so strong that it would take your breath 
away.  He missed being able to walk up the road without the fear or reality of being shaken down 
– or worse.  Though too old to do it now, he missed playing under the house with his cousins.  
He missed chopping wood.  He missed his aunts’ taking him and all the cousins to the beach on 
warm days.  He missed his aunts’ being his teachers, and he even missed the fear of getting a 
whoopin because word about what you did at school got back to your house before you did. 
Most of all, though, Sonny missed the smells.  He missed walking down the street, everyone 
waving from their porch, the aroma of yams or greens or ham waving, too.  He remembered the 
Christmas carolers wandering the streets, laughing and singing in the cool evening air filled with 
supper smells.  He missed the safety of Mamma’s house, of his aunts’ wall of protection around 
their collective children, of his cousins’ making mischief with him in the tall grasses. 
He didn’t care what the teacher said in history class last week.  To Sonny, the South meant 
freedom. 
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September, 1953 
“When the cop came, he said, ‘You guys are the luckiest people I ever seen.’”   
Francine felt both trilled and terrified.  This was the time.  This was her time.  She finally felt it – 
the freedom. 
She grasped her fiancé’s hand a little tighter, trying to calm the butterflies in her stomach, hoping 
he would squeeze back a little.  He didn’t, but her mind quickly moved to other things, so she 
didn’t notice. 
She knew everyone back home was still sleeping and didn’t yet notice that she was gone.  Except 
Roberta – Roberta knew.  Roberta knew everything.  Francine had no idea how her younger 
sister was able to talk as if she were the older one, the one that knew it all and had seen it all.  It 
annoyed Francine as much as it intrigued her: she both marveled at and was confounded by the 
possibility of being so cocksure in this place that didn’t seem very dependable at all.  She didn’t 
understand how Roberta could walk through the world, head high, looking strangers in the eye, 
as if daring them.  How Roberta wasn’t torn in two when Mother and Daddy fought.  How she 
refused to cave at either the specter or reality of their mother’s anger.  How, to Roberta, Mina 
and Jero were people that could be questioned, challenged and persuaded, rather than superiors 
to be obeyed. 
It was the City in her.  Francine was sure of it, just like the City seeped into all of her younger 
siblings.  She supposed that it was in her and Sonny, too, but not in the same way.  A near 
decade in the City made her and Sonny closed, impassive.  The City wasn’t a bad place, but it 
certainly wasn’t safe, either, and much in the manner of dealing with any dangerous but 
otherwise value-neutral thing, Sonny and Francine went blank, kept their heads low, did what 
they were told and hoped to emerge from the experience in one piece.  She didn’t like what the 
City had done to her or to her older brother.  Over the years, even Sonny’s smile had changed, 
shifting slightly to the left, with its right corner barely moving and the entire smile capable of 
disappearing as quickly as it had come.  As if even happiness had something to hide here.  
Roberta wasn’t that way.  Open in the very ways Francine was closed, Roberta seemed to 
naturally embody a toughness that Francine had to acquire, that she resented having to acquire at 
all. 
The night before, Roberta had watched Francine packing her bag.  She was silent, for once.  
Francine’s reaching for a pair of socks brought Roberta back to her speech, though. 
“What did Mother say?” Roberta asked. 
“She said, ‘Don’t go,’” Francine replied. 
“Did she say why?” 
“No.  She was the one that practically set us up.  Her and her friends.  His mother.  So I know it’s 
not him.” 
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Roberta stayed silent, her brow furrowed.  Francine noted that her little sister knew something 
and wasn’t telling what it was.  She could tell when Roberta was trying to keep secrets ever since 
her little sister was four: that same furrowed brow, the typically animated hands, still.  Roberta 
had the same tells at fourteen, but the girls were older now, and Francine was willing to let her 
younger sister keep her secrets. 
“So you’re going to go anyway?” 
“Yes.” 
Roberta looked down at her limp hands, as if they had somehow failed her.  She again fell silent. 
 
Though she was speeding along the road in the car of her fiancé’s friend, in her mind, Francine 
was back in her mother’s apartment.  Francine imagined she was floating though the tiny flat.  
She could see her mother and father, sleeping on the hideaway bed in the living room.  Even in 
her imagination, Francine grimly noted that this was when they were at their happiest, when they 
were together… and unconscious.   
She floated past the little kitchen – too cramped for even an eat-in area – to the smaller bedroom, 
which was reserved for the girls.  Francine alighted next to the dresser that held Roberta’s 
clothes, Doreen’s, and, until last night, hers.  Her sisters nestled closer to each other in the bed, 
Doreen’s freckled skin and red hair forming a contrast against Roberta’s darker hues that 
Francine was sure she and Roberta had repeated a million times over the years.   
Save Larry and Doreen – whose complexion and hair color matched hers – Francine envied her 
siblings’ darker skin.  Sonny and Vin, Roberta and that bad-behind Phillip, even little Andy all 
boasted different shades of brown, of rich and mellow tones.  And even though lighter skin was 
treasured by many she knew, in the magazines and on TV, Francine knew that hers wasn’t the 
right kind of light skin.  The light skin everyone wanted was subtle and quiet, inching closer to 
whiteness stealthily, and with origins that would never bear discussion in polite company.  
Francine felt like her skin and hair screamed, and of all the screaming she was responsible for 
quieting – that of her mother, and of each child her mother brought into the world – a life of 
quieting one’s own skin seemed the biggest injustice of all. 
Francine floated into the boys’ room.  Larry, Vin, Phillip and little Andy.  She felt bad that 
Doreen was born with all those boys, but she was glad that Roberta was there.  Roberta would 
take care of her. 
Francine snapped back to reality, a sudden sadness welling up inside of her.  She didn’t expect 
this storm of feelings – regret and homesickness, shame and loneliness – in these first few 
moments of her new life.  She knew her family loved her, but they didn’t see her, not as anything 
more than a caretaker, anyway.  The older ones may have remembered the years of play and fun 
after chores in Georgetown, but the younger ones only ever knew Francine as a second mother.  
No time for fun.  No time for play.  Doing the things their actual mother wouldn’t or couldn’t.   
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They needed her.  In order to get into Warren’s car that night, Francine had to tell herself that her 
siblings would be fine without her, that they wouldn’t even notice she was gone.  But they 
wouldn’t.  And they would.   
And Mother needed her, too.  Though she had spent years grumbling about having to raise 
Mina’s children for her, Francine knew she was her mother’s support. Francine was the only one 
able to drag Mina out of her fits of rage at yet another one of Jero’s real or imagined betrayals.  
She was the one that could read the quiet shifts in Mina’s moods, not because she had Roberta’s 
uncanny skills of perception, but because Francine had the unique privilege of being Mina’s 
girlchild the longest.  She could feel when something wasn’t right with their mother, and though 
rarely able to intuit what in particular was wrong (that was Roberta’s job), Francine could 
physically respond – by jumping up to cook or clean, or to reprimand or reward a sibling – 
merely based on the energy emitting from Mina’s petite body.   
Francine looked at her hands, as disappointed with them as Roberta had been with hers.  Who is 
going to care for Mother now, Francine wondered, the way that she had?   
The limpness in Francine’s right hand alerted her to the limpness in Melvin’s.  It was only then 
she realized he was sleeping.   
The men in the front seat were eerily quiet, too.  Mel’s friends from the service, Warren and 
Carter, had been quite chatty earlier, eager to help their superior whisk his fiancée away in this 
sweetest of clandestine operations.  Now they were silent, and, Francine noticed in the dim light 
of intermittent street lamps, Carter was slouched against the passenger seat door. 
A moment later, when the road curved and Warren failed to turn with it, Francine knew their 
driver had fallen asleep at the wheel.  She saw the telephone pole where one hadn’t been seconds 
before, fifteen yards directly ahead of them. 
Then ten. 
Eight. 
Francine screamed. 
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March, 1959 
“He didn’t care.  He would’ve walked around with a katana.” 
Larry gently unrolled the glass cord a little.  He remembered his gloves this time; last time, he 
thought he was Superman and could do it without gloves.  He cut up his fingers in the process.  It 
felt good to be on the roof, and there was a nice, strong wind for flying.  He should easily be able 
to get up to 300 feet today. 
It had been a weird brain day that day, one where old memories came floating back to his mind.  
Maybe it was from being back in the City after such a long time away, after being so far away. 
He remembered his days in Ms. Harkell’s history class junior year.  His tailoring class that year 
was easy, as always.  Dad had trained him well growing up, so anything that was hands-on for 
tailoring was a snap.  Math and English were fine, too, just because those teachers didn’t demand 
anything out of the ordinary.  History, though, was a different story.  Whenever Harkell asked 
the class a question, she wanted a discussion, not just a two-worded answer.  Larry used to think, 
“She doesn’t want a class.  She wants a conversation.” It was a nice idea, but a little annoying 
sometimes, especially when she tried to open up a conversation in the last five minutes of class.  
Needle Trades didn’t play about its schedule, and neither did Larry.  He didn’t like being late, 
and Harkell’s class conversations made him want to stay in her class longer than he was 
supposed to.  This struggle, this conflict in Larry’s mind is what annoyed him most.  
Most people could decide things quickly – this or that?  one thing or another? – and then go 
forward with their decision.  The decision-making didn’t stay with them.  It didn’t linger in their 
minds for days afterward.  Larry thought about the decisions he made for hours, sometimes days 
after he made them.  In his mind, he rolled out the potential effects of the course he didn’t take.  
Would it have been better?  Or worse?  What is going to happen because I made the choice I 
did?  Could it change everything? 
The potentiality of life was overwhelming, and Larry couldn’t stop his mind from trying to take 
it all in.  He couldn’t stop his mind from trying to take everything in, as everything could mean 
the difference between the wrong choice and the right one.  This taking in turned life into a game 
of numbers, of probability and statistics.  What are the chances that this thing will happen over 
that?  He played with the odds in his mind, worried over them.  He moved from events in his 
own life to historical ones.  He pondered on the things he heard in Harkell’s class, the course of 
events that led to one assassination, coup or invention over another.  He was never free of the 
guessing and prediction: once he resolved to no longer think about one choice, another diverging 
path presented itself.  He couldn’t escape it, except when he was on the roof. 
Larry breathed in the crisp air.  Whenever he moved on to his math class rather than lingered to 
hear the rest of Harkell’s monologues, the choice would often weigh on him, but he’d need the 
break: though not very verbal while there, the history discussions would always cause Larry’s 
mind to flood with factoids and tidbits that had never been covered in class.  When Harkell and 
the class would talk about World War I, the contents of the myriad books and articles he’d read 
about the war jumped to his mind as his classmates stumbled through the discussion.  They 
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wanted credit for participating in the discussion, but they didn’t actually know anything – they 
clearly hadn’t even done the reading that was assigned for homework.  Larry would always read 
the required chapter and more – last year’s Wall Street Journal article discussing the business 
boom that the long-ago war created; his father’s Life magazines that published gruesome old 
pictures of the battlefront.  He consumed the pictures and words and held all he learned in his 
mind.  It didn’t leave him. 
When Larry decided to enlist after high school, he quickly found himself in a situation that didn’t 
allow for his usual matrix of second guesses, probabilities and conjecture.  He went to Japan on 
someone else’s orders (Larry doubted that could’ve picked a place had the choice been left to 
him).  He brushed his teeth and got dressed because he was told to do so (when he was young, he 
rarely brushed his teeth at all: the choice of not doing so led to better results, as evinced by his 
never having to face the horror of Guggenheim like his orally-hygienic siblings).  Larry ate when 
someone else decided he should eat and used the bathroom only when given leave to do so.  He 
loved this order, not because he needed it to function, but because it quieted the cogs that always 
turned and churned in his mind.  In the quiet, Larry was able to look around and see the beauty of 
his surroundings.  A mountain was just a mountain.  The sky was just the sky.  A trip to the 
market was just that.  The physical world stopped unfurling and stretching into infinite 
unknowns before him.  When he put down his book to talk to his bunkmate, there was no 
struggle in his brain.  There was only calm. 
Larry loved the calm, and he attributed the calm to the entire country of Japan as well as the 
Armed Forces.  He returned from Japan a different man, one sure of himself, of his knowledge, 
and of his place in the world.  When he was abroad, Larry had earned a black belt in Karate.  He 
had been the general’s personal aid and bodyguard, and served as security detail for visiting 
dignitaries.  He knew that he knew things, and he wasn’t afraid to share what he knew like he 
had been in the years of his reticent childhood.   
Coming back to the City, of course, upended the calm.  Three years away had made him forget 
how loud the City was, how busy, how disorderly.  People always in different directions, cars 
constantly honking, business lights flashing, beckoning you into its doors rather than its 
competitors’.  To Larry the City was home, but he was dismayed by the way it overwhelmed 
him.   
He brought back kimonos and a pair of geta from Japan and, when he was at home, wore them 
instead of his street clothes.  The silk on his arms and the wood on his feet calmed him.   
The roof also calmed him, just like it did when he was younger.  Larry held tight to the handle he 
attached to the kite line.  The finely mashed fluorescent bulb glass that he glued to the line three 
days ago now glistened in the late afternoon sun.  He had been praying for a day like this – a 
cloudless blue sky, a chilly, persistent wind.  Winter was blowing in, he could feel it.  He hoped 
the guys in the other buildings would feel it, too, and come out. 
On the rooftop, the sky seemed close and far at once.  On some days, Larry felt he could reach 
out and grab the clouds hovering above him.  On others, he felt like he was one of the downtown 
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skyscrapers – reaching, reaching, but never quite touching the very thing they were made to 
touch. 
He remembered feeling that way when he was young and his parents argued – they were made to 
touch each other, they were made to reach out and know each other, so why didn’t they?  Their 
arguments had gotten worse as the years rolled on: in the beginning Mom was sick a lot and Dad 
worked a lot.  Their fighting then had a sadness to it, as if they were struggling to find a lost 
thing they both knew was gone forever.  Later, their fighting was different – angrier, louder, 
more confident.  They fought about something that they refused to name.  Larry could sense that 
much, though he didn’t know what the unnamed thing was.  Instead, he listened to his parents 
argue about money and alcohol and women over and over again.  Larry could not understand it.  
Why wouldn’t they just do what they were made to do?  Touch each other and know?   
Larry couldn’t make sense of it, so he didn’t try.  He couldn’t explain his simple solution in a 
way he felt his family could understand, so he didn’t try that, either.  When Francine was there 
and the arguing reached a frightening pitch, she would carefully lead Mom out of the room and 
over to Ms. Tillman’s place to calm down.  But once Francine had run off and gotten married, 
Roberta, at sixteen, had to break up the arguments.  She didn’t do it like Francine did.  She 
would tell Dad to leave.  She would ask Mom why she bothered to argue when Dad was drunk.  
Mom would snap back that she was taking Dad’s side.  Larry would hear these exchanges from 
the big bedroom.  He heard the hurt in his mother’s screaming.  He could hear how tired Roberta 
was.  How hard she was trying. 
Roberta was his little sister.  They played paper dolls and scully and marbles together as 
children.  She whispered all her secrets to him when they had to sit on the couch – starched and 
cleaned and bored – after their afternoon baths. She knew him, the real him, when everyone else 
seemed too busy or worried or sad to care.  She was his best friend.  So when Bertie had to break 
up their parents’ fights, he knew he should have been helping, but he stayed in his bunk instead, 
focusing his brain on what would have happened if the Archduke had not been shot or if John 
Wilkes Booth had missed or if Columbus had decided that a lifetime of working at his father’s 
cheese stand was just fine by him.   
Larry could see the guys coming out on the roofs now, from three and five and eleven.  The 
buildings behind them flew pigeons, so he knew that not many guys would be coming up from 
over there.  Larry raised his arm in greeting to Joe from five, then turned toward his kite.  It was 
red, but not dull.  The kite’s vivid hue reminded Larry of the fire he would see in his 
grandmother’s oven in Georgetown – glowing, both warm and destructive.  Almost orange 
without ever getting there.  A color whose complexity deserved a better name than “red.” The 
tail spread itself into dangling strips of fabric, and Larry had wired a broken razor blade to the 
end of each strip.  Both the razors and broken glass caught the sunlight now, flashing their 
presence.  The danger of the kite seemed to enhance its beauty.   
Larry took in another lungful of air.  On the roof, he didn’t have to decide – he didn’t need to 
choose from the endless possibilities of New York life, he didn’t have to wade through all the 
facts swimming in his head.  He didn’t have to decipher the anger that floated around his parents’ 
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home, where he was now living again.  He didn’t have to excuse himself from fighting against it, 
only to become consumed by all of the potentialities of his own intervention.  On the roof there 
was only one option: touch the sky, and don’t let anything get in your way. 
The rest of the kites were already in the air.  Joe had a boxed shaped one.  Peacock blue.  Steve’s 
and Jones’ were both white.  Bad idea, Larry thought.  How would they be able to tell their kites 
apart in a pinch?  Four other kites were in the air, too, from around the block, climbing up one 
hundred, then two hundred feet. 
Larry threw his kite in the air, letting it catch the wind.  It jumped up, the seriousness of the glass 
cord discouraged the dancing that kites normally do when they first start to fly.  The kite seemed 
to direct itself upward, determined.  Larry released more line.  A sharp gust made all the higher 
kites swerve to the right, and Larry took advantage of the other flyers’ shifted attention to ride 
the bottom of the gust closer to the strings from eleven.  Before the guys – whose eyes were 
trained on their jumping kites higher in the air – could protest, Larry’s glass cord cut their lines.  
His kite banked back toward the kites that were stretched directly above Larry, but whose owners 
were farther away.  Larry leaned back and gave on his line.  His kite immediately responded, 
using the slack to climb higher.  Three hundred feet.  When Larry jerked his right hand toward 
himself, the kite dipped right, cutting Steve’s and Jones’ lines.   
Larry dropped to his kneed and reeled in his line, throwing his whole body into the effort.  The 
kite plummeted down toward Joe’s azure cube.  When the two kites were level, Larry yanked his 
a bit closer, allowing the tail to dance around Joe’s line.  Larry heard Joe curse loudly, but it was 
already too late: the cube, now free of its cord, gently floated toward the ground.  Another gust 
lifted the rest of the now-unfettered kites, and then left as quickly as it came.  They, too, floated 
in the direction of their owners.  Larry thought it was the most beautiful sight in the world. 
Larry allowed his kite to twirl in the wind a bit.  The tail – itself the height of their apartment 
building – seemed to drag the weight of the razor blades across the clouds.  The cord sparkled 
like the votive candles he had seen in the National Geographic.  Whether in Mexico or Italy or 
Thailand, the devout were the same – sending requests to their gods using the language of smoke 
and flame.   He liked the idea of his kite – tail, cord and all – being his votive, his fiery message 
to heaven.  Keeping his eyes focused on his whirling kite, he allowed his message to travel from 
his brain to his neck and chest, spread through his arms, run through his fingers and up through 
the cord to the brilliant, blazing kite flashing in the sky.  No one would know of his message: he 
could never explain these sorts of things well, and though he loved his family more than 
anything, Larry was not sure he could make them understand. 
“Let us touch and know, please,” he prayed to whoever could understand the language of smoke 
and fire and red whirling cloth in cold skies.  “Then everything will be okay.  Let us touch and 
know.” 
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March, 1966 
“I really didn’t wanna be uh, uh, uh, a, um, a criminal, so to speak.  You know, I, I could’ve been 
a drug dealer or something.  I didn’t want to be that. I could’ve been, and I’d have done it well. 
But I didn’t want that for myself, and I definitely didn’t want it for my family.” 
 
Once dressed, Andy lightly knocked on his parents’ bedroom door.  He was looking for his 
father, but wasn’t sure if his mother was still asleep.  After Doreen got married and left home, 
Mina was sometimes up earlier in the mornings, in case Victoria and Lena needed her.  He didn’t 
want to wake her before it was time.  Still, he needed a few bucks from his father before he left 
for the day. 
To hear his older sisters and brothers tell it, asking Mom and Pop for money ten, twenty years 
ago was not so simple.  Things were harder then: there were a lot more mouths to feed with more 
always coming.  When they were teenagers, Sonny moved in with Aunt Sister and Roberta slept 
at Ms. Tillman’s across the hall, just to make room.  He even remembered more crowded times, 
when his parents slept on the pull-out couch in the living room, and the siblings played musical 
bunks as some got married and moved out and Victoria and Lena grew big enough not to have to 
sleep with their parents anymore. 
Now, things were different.  Just Andy, Victoria, and Lena in the house.  Andy had heard about 
the old days, when his dad was a presser and had to work by the piece, before he got his city job.  
The meals were a little simpler and they had to make things stretch.  Doreen had graduated from 
high school, but lived at home and worked for a while before she got married and moved away.  
After Larry came back from Japan, he lived at home for years while working full time.  Their 
money really helped things, too.  It was not like they were living high on the hog now: Ma was 
still careful with money. They still ate lots of pork and beans and rice, and Ma still went to La 
Marqueta to get their fish.  But Ma would make cakes and things like that now, which were rare 
treats in the past. 
When Andy was a young boy, he had a job – all the boys did.  Sonny had worked at the bodega 
on the ground floor of their building.  Larry started the paper route.  When he got older, he 
passed the route on to Vincent, who passed it on to Phillip, who passed it on to Andy. Victoria 
and Lena even did the route for a while, even though they didn’t have the number of homes that 
the boys did.  Vincent shined shoes, and the younger brothers delivered groceries.  They thought 
themselves the little men of the house, with Pop as the Big Man: they saw their father work 
multiple jobs to provide for the family, and they were going to help him.  Andy smiled at the 
memory of handing over the quarters and dimes he earned to his mother back when he was 
small.  He was proud of himself, of the way he was helping her.  Now that he was older, he 
doubted that his change really helped with anything.  He was sure that whatever he and his 
brothers gave his mother went right back into the purchase of shoes, clothes or whatever else 
they requested of her.  But he didn’t know that then. 
Andy definitely needed more than a few quarters and dimes now. He wanted to go out with Terry 
and Jimmy that evening, and he needed to have a little more cash on him whenever he went out 
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with those guys.  Lately, Terry and Jimmy were dressing pretty sharp.  They always had the 
latest Chucks.  They were starting to show up at all the parties, buying drinks for anyone that 
would let them and dancing with the finest women.  In fact, Terry was dating Cynthia Raymond 
and everyone knew that Cynthia only dated dealers.  Andy remembered that they were all in the 
seventh grade – Terry, Jimmy, Cynthia and Andy – when she started dating some nineteen-year-
old dope dealer.  The guys were just excited that Cooper went co-ed the year they began middle 
school.  But girls like Cynthia couldn’t be bothered with boys like them then – her taste had 
already become a little too rich for middle school boys.  Now, Cynthia’s nose was wide open for 
Terry. 
Andy was pretty sure that Terry and Jimmy were dealing now, too.  He never asked and they 
never said, but there were other differences Andy noticed.  They hadn’t been to school at all that 
year.  And whenever Andy was with them, they seemed strangely vigilant: whether walking 
down the street or going into the bodega or sitting on the subway, Andy’s friends were 
constantly looking around them, surveying the area.  Occasionally, they’d catch the eye of 
someone Andy didn’t know.  Sometimes, they’d nod once at the stranger, in silent greeting.  
Other times, they’d go over to the stranger and have brief but animated discussions that Andy 
couldn’t hear.  When they came back to their friend, Andy didn’t ask the identity of the stranger, 
nor did they offer it.   
Andy had known those guys his whole life.  They met on the first day of kindergarten and were 
Andy’s best friends outside of his family.  They’d play stickball in the street.  They’d pool their 
pennies and nickels so that Jimmy could do some penny or nickel pitching – he was the best of 
the three of them – and then split his winnings.  Right before Andy was sent to Georgetown for 
the summers, they would race up and down the street for hours.  They knew about the first time 
they each kissed a girl, and their first time smoking reefer was with each other.  When Terry and 
Jimmy started showing up to school with money and suddenly seemed to have a lot more White 
friends than they did before, Andy knew the streets had gotten to them.  Andy loved his friends, 
but he was a little disappointed in them. 
They came from good families, like his.  Terry’s mom was single.  She worked hard cleaning 
houses to provide for him and his five older sisters.  All six of these women did everything they 
could for Terry – cooked for him, mended his clothes.  His sisters even jumped some kid that 
was bullying Terry in the sixth grade. Andy was going to ask his brother to take care of it, or 
their cousins the Carters.  Turned out, he didn’t have to.   
Jimmy was his parents’ only child.  His mom kept house, and his dad worked for the City longer 
that Andy’s had.  Unlike Andy’s parents, who came to the City from the South, Jimmy’s family 
had always lived in New York: “straight from Africa to here,” Jimmy used to say in their history 
classes, mainly because it seemed to unnerve the White teachers.  His family chose to live in 
Harlem because that was where the Black people were.  Andy knew that both his friends’ 
families must have been devastated if they knew what their boys were doing. 
Andy also knew that his father would kill him if he started selling or using drugs.  No 
exaggeration, no metaphor.  Jero would kill him dead.  His four older brothers had grown up 
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being assured of their fate if they ever got involved with drugs while living under their father’s 
roof. Andy was no exception.  In fact, this message was probably more important for him than it 
was for any of his brothers: while alcohol and reefer had always been around, with the Vietnam 
War raging, heroin rushed into Harlem streets and homes in a way that it never had before.  It 
was a new kind of heroin, one that was getting people hooked and causing them to overdose in 
ways that were new and frightening.  Andy’s neighborhood was overwhelmed.   
Andy found his dad in the kitchen.  He had just finished off his breakfast and was getting ready 
to head out to work.  He heard his mom in the other bedroom now, fussing with Lena about 
something. 
“Pop –” Andy started. 
“Walk me out,” his dad said, stopping Andy mid-sentence. 
Andy slipped out the door with his father.  As they walked downstairs, they saw Rodney on the 
third floor landing. 
“Rodney,” Jero said to the man slumped on the floor.  He sounded like he was greeting an 
upstanding member of the community.  “Hey, Rodney,” Andy said, weakly. 
“Hey, Mr. Emile.  Andy,” Rodney slurred.  His clothes were dirty, but he didn’t stink. This time.  
Rodney tried to lift his head to look up at the two men he had known his whole life, but his neck 
seemed unable to support the movement.  “Ma won’t let me in,” he continued, not sad or angry, 
but as if he was talking through a dream. 
“Later, when I get home, you can come to our place for a shower,” Jero said.  “But only after I 
get home.  Don’t knock on my door before then.”  A year ago, in a rare moment when no one 
was home, someone had broken into their apartment.  The record player was stolen.  So was a 
pair of Jero’s shoes.  The family assumed it was Rodney: immediately after the robbery, Rodney 
seemed to disappear from their building for the following month, and he looked guilty whenever 
he accidentally ran into an Emile on the block.  After four weeks, a pair of shoes appeared on the 
Emiles’ doorstep.  They were brand new and Jero’s size, though an older style than his stolen 
pair.  Rodney reappeared on the landings after that and greeted each Emile when they passed him 
on the street.  Jero slipped the new shoes into a box under his bed, but never wore them. 
Rodney moved his head in three or four slow nods.  “Yes. Yessir.” The agreement seemed to 
take a lot out of Rodney, and he slumped over further.  Jero turned back toward the downstairs 
exit.  Andy followed his dad, taking one last look at Rodney.  Once they were out of the 
building, they took a right toward 116th Street Station.  Jero shook his head.   
“It’s so different here.” Andy thought his dad could have been talking to him or to no one at all.  
“The drugs.  The drugs are everywhere.  Thanks to that damn Vietnam.”   
Andy grunted a little to acknowledge he had heard his father, but said nothing: for Jero’s 
youngest son, Harlem had always been Junkie’s Paradise.  There had always been dealers that 
had grown up with him and his brothers.  There were always girls that dressed in the latest styles 
because their mom’s boyfriends sold dope and could afford it.  There were always older people 
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that were his parents’ age, going about their daily lives, knowing their children were lost to the 
streets.  There were always junkies, like Rodney, who used to play marbles and stickball and hop 
buses with Andy and his brothers when they were kids.  Now they stole from their own families 
and sat slumped on the same tenement building landings they used to play jacks on when they 
were three and four years old. 
Andy knew people from the outside came to his neighborhood to do drugs.  Just like the rich 
White kids used to come to Harlem to watch Black people sing and dance decades ago, now they 
came to get high.  Folks from the projects came, too: if the government found out that someone 
in a project apartment was doing drugs, there’d be trouble. Addicts in the projects came to 
Harlem, then, and left their newer buildings, green grass and community centers clean.  It wasn’t 
fair, Andy thought.  The parties, the reefer, the girls – that part of the streets was interesting to 
him.  But the way outsiders used his neighborhood to do their dirt in, that wasn’t right.   
“Can’t even feel safe anymore.  Can’t even have anything anymore.”  Andy hadn’t noticed that 
his father was brooding, too.  He decided to pull them both out of their thoughts. 
“Pop, can I have a little money to go out tonight?”  Andy’s question did the trick.  Jero looked at 
his son, bemused. 
“A girl?” Jero asked. 
“No, Terry and Jimmy.”   
“Oh.”  Jero looked grim again.  He sighed.  Andy could tell his father didn’t care for Andy’s 
choice of evening companionship, but he didn’t say why.  “Where are you going?”  
“Belina’s.” 
“Hm. And after?” 
“Home,” Andy quickly responded. 
“That’s what I’ll expect,” Jero said, reaching in his pocket.  He handed five dollars to Andy, who 
put the money in his pocket as they approached the station.  “Thanks, Pop.” 
“You walking your sisters to school before your classes start?” Jero asked, stopping at the top 
step before descending.  He would have a short ride to Central Park North, but he knew this 
would be the last time he saw his son for the day.   
“I can.” 
“You will.” 
“Yessir.”  Andy watched his father’s broad back and shoulders disappear down the windy tunnel, 
then turned back East toward the rising sun.   
He needed to figure out how to tell his parents that he quit school.   
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He figured Victoria and Lena would be dressed by now.  Victoria was probably reading over her 
homework; Lena was probably dancing to something on the radio.  He smiled at the thought of 
his baby sisters.  It was important to him that he watched out for them, especially Lena, who was 
always trying to fight somebody.  He didn’t know where she got all that fighting in her system 
from.  Probably Doreen.  Or Roberta.  Or their mother.  Andy chuckled at the thought of all the 
fighting women in his life.  Doreen could and did kick his butt for a long time.  Much longer than 
he’d admit to his friends.  And he grew up with Larry’s stories about Roberta’s willingness to 
fight her own friends.   
As Andy strolled back up 116th Street, Harlem was just starting its day.  School kids raced down 
the wide sidewalk toward Madison Avenue to Cooper and P.S. 79, which were just a few blocks 
north, on 119th and 120th.  Women in the worn shoes of the domestic and women in the smart 
skirts and hose of the Financial District walked past him toward the 116th Station and 
Downtown.  A brother from the Nation – no one else would be wearing a bowtie that early in the 
morning – was passing out flyers for the next time Malcolm would be at the temple.  On the 
ground floor of his building, Sal was propping open the door to his bodega while box trucks 
rumbled down the street.   
Andy loved Harlem.  He loved his place and these people.  The streets were alive.  There was 
never a dull moment, and it was never still.  Like the high school hallways, cafeteria and gym, 
there was always someone to see, some drama to be part of, some new thing to do.  But the 
classroom was boring.  Andy did well in the classroom, especially when it came to science and 
math, but the classroom wasn’t alive like the streets were.  Both his parents expressed the 
importance of education, but textbooks, papers and chalkboards held nothing for Andy.  As he 
got older in school, what he heard and read in the classroom seemed less and less relevant to 
what he saw going on his block.  Guys his age were getting rich before his very eyes, and 
families were losing sons and brothers, wives and sisters to the streets, to Vietnam.  What did 
Shakespeare or the Pythagorean Theorem have to do with that? 
Back in his building, Andy passed Rodney on the way up to his floor.  Rodney was asleep now, 
breathing quietly.  It appeared that someone had taken his shoes; Andy was pretty sure that he 
had on an old pair of Converse when he and Pop were coming down.   
Andy sighed.  He hadn’t been able to straddle the two words anymore – school and Harlem.  
Pretending to care about what was going on in the classroom felt ridiculous and phony.  When he 
quit going, he didn’t tell anyone.  When he started to hang out with Terry and Jimmy during the 
day, they didn’t ask any questions.  In the morning, Andy left his house as if he was going to 
school.  In the late afternoons, he arrived home like he always had after baseball practice.  He 
quietly disposed of the truancy letters from Seward Park.  But this deception had been going on 
for weeks, and Andy was tired.  His father had pressed upon all his children the importance of 
honesty, and here he was, lying by omission.  It was time to tell his parents the truth.  But he 
didn’t know how. 
*** 
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Andy came home early that evening.  He had spent the first half of the day with Terry and 
Jimmy.  They had eaten a late breakfast of cereal and coffee at Terry’s since none of his family 
was home.  Only the twins still went to school: they had been accepted to Brooklyn Tech – an 
amazing feat for two Black girls from Harlem that took them far from home each day.  His other 
three sisters, who were all unmarried, worked.  The multiple salaries that Terry’s family brought 
in allowed them luxuries other families on the block didn’t have: ample food, rents paid ahead of 
time, and even a television.  The boys enjoyed the television while eating their cereal, joking 
about the seriousness of newscasters and laughing at Lucy’s antics.   
They left Terry’s at eleven, when they were sure that the first session of classes had already 
begun at the high schools, but the students for the second session weren’t leaving home yet.  
They headed toward Lenox to play a few games of pool.  The hall was dark and empty, except 
for a few men at the bar.  Jimmy paid for the games, though Sid, the owner, assured Jimmy that 
he didn’t have to pay.  Andy noticed that Sid looked a bit nervous when they walked in, which 
he thought was strange: all sorts of characters came into that hall and Sid always seemed cool.  
The three friends had even been in the hall before, and Sid had been fine with taking their money 
then.  Andy wasn’t sure what was different now. 
After four games, the guys were bored and hungry.  They took the long way back to Terry’s in 
order to avoid meeting the elementary and middle school kids going home for lunch, swinging 
around Mount Morris Park before heading back to Terry’s on 118th.  None of the guys said it, but 
they all knew they were avoiding the schoolchildren for Andy’s benefit: he was the only one that 
had younger siblings that would ask him why he wasn’t in school that day.  Or worse, they 
would tell his parents that he wasn’t in school. 
The guys ate, then sat around in Terry’s room for a bit.  They didn’t want to admit to each other 
that they were bored, so when Jimmy suggested that they go catch a movie, his treat, Andy and 
Terry agreed with as much nonchalance as they could.  As soon as they exited Terry’s building, 
the guys were stopped by a man Andy had never seen before.  He was skinny like a junkie, but 
he spoke too clearly and seemed too alert to be high at that time.  He nodded a quick, “What’s 
goin’ on, brother?” to Andy before pulling Jimmy and Terry aside.  The three men’s voices were 
low, but urgent.  The thin man pointed south, in the direction of 116th Street, then he pointed 
north.  Terry and Jimmy followed the slender hands with their eyes, then looked at each other.  
Jimmy turned, walking back over to Andy while Terry’s and the man’s conversation seemed to 
intensify.   
“Hey, man, me and Terry are gonna meet you at the theatre.  We have to take care of something 
real quick, then we’ll be over there.”  Jimmy’s tone wasn’t asking if Andy was okay with this 
turn of events; it was stating what would occur, whether his friend liked it or not.  Andy nodded, 
a bit confused, but understanding that he had little choice in the matter.  Jimmy trotted back over 
to the other two men, and they started running north, toward the park.  Terry didn’t even look 
back at Andy. Their old friend, suddenly alone, headed toward the theatre. 
The guys never showed up.  When Andy got home at 7:30, he felt foolish and irritated.  Why 
even tell him they would meet him at the theatre?  Why not just tell him straight out that they 
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were ditching him, so he could go on about his business and do something else?  He wanted to, 
but made sure not to slam the front door as he entered the apartment.  He didn’t want to hear Ma 
fussing at him, and he definitely didn’t want to hear it from Pop.  When the Emile children were 
small, Mom used to tend to any rule infractions or moment of disrespect herself.  When the boys 
were older, however, Mina would let Jero know when any of his boys crossed the line.  And 
while facing the anger of their mother was terrible, none, but none of the Emile children wanted 
to face Jero’s wrath.  He was rarely angry, which made his anger all the more frightening when 
apparent. In fact, the only time Jero’s children ever saw him angry involved Mina: he would get 
angry whenever Mina goaded him into an argument; he’d get angrier whenever he thought one 
of his children was disrespecting his wife – not their mother.  His wife. 
After his afternoon of disappointment, Andy elected for a peaceful evening and quietly closed 
the door.  He plopped down on the sofa bed that his parents shared when he was much younger, 
but that was now his domain.  He heard running water and the clink of plates.  He must have just 
missed dinner.  He got up and went over to the kitchen. 
At the sink were two small, nearly identical backs.  The one on the left, washing, was a bit taller 
and only slightly wider than the one on the right.  Their heads were tilted the same way, and they 
were both shifting their feet – first the left, then the right – to ease the discomfort of standing so 
long.  They shifted at different rhythms, though: Lena, who was drying, was quicker.  She 
seemed eager to be anywhere but in the kitchen, drying dishes. 
She broke the silence.  “It didn’t.” 
Victoria’s response was monotone, but clearly exasperated. “I just told you it did.  Now if I saw 
it and you didn’t, how are you gonna tell me?” 
Andy was clearly interrupting something.  “Where’s Ma?”  
Surprised, the girls turned to look at their older brother.  They hadn’t heard him come in.  He 
looked at their faces, a bit amazed all over again.  There was no other pair of Emile children that 
looked so alike, and the fact that they were born so close together (only fourteen months apart) 
didn’t help things: for as long as Andy could remember, Mina dressed the youngest Emile girls 
like twins.  Everyone that didn’t know them well thought they were twins.  And they seemed 
bent on showing the world, in their own way, that they were nothing alike.  Though they were far 
past the age of Mina’s dressing them, even now, they were dressed similarly.  They were 
wearing black blouses that Andy noticed both belonged to Victoria.  Andy didn’t remember 
seeing Lena in that blouse this morning; she must have snuck it to school in her bag and put it on 
there.  Andy assumed that was the source of the argument.   
“Ms. Tillman’s.  Having tea.” Lena turned back to drying.  Victoria, who hadn’t said anything, 
just stared at her big brother. 
“What?” he asked.  Victoria shook her head, silent, then turned back toward the sink. 
Andy went back to the couch and plopped down.  At the same time, he heard the water draining 
from the sink.  Well, Victoria’s done washing, he thought, whether Lena’s done drying or not.  
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Andy heard his little sister huffing down the hall.  When she got to the living room, he grabbed 
at her wrist playfully.  “Hey.”  
Victoria twisted her arm away.  She turned her head away from her older brother, but Andy 
could see there were tears in her eyes.  Lena’s taking Victoria’s stuff was nothing new: Victoria 
complained about it all the time, and while she may have yelled at their baby sister every now 
and then, she never cried about it.  Andy was concerned now.  He stood to face his sister. 
“Hey,” he said again, but more gently this time.  He put his hands on her shoulders, and Victoria 
burst into tears.  Andy held his sister, ushering her to the couch.  “Hey, hey, hey.  What’s going 
on?” he asked as she shuddered in his embrace.  Victoria shook her head, covering her face with 
her hands. 
“Lena will apologi—“ 
“They killed him!” Victoria whispered, her voice hoarse.  “I saw them do it.  They killed him.” 
Andy shifted his sister so that she was facing him.  “Who killed who?  What are you talking 
about?”   
Victoria looked up at her brother.  Her nose was red and running, which typically happened 
when she cried.  Andy could see that she was terrified.  She looked down at her hands, wet with 
her fallen tears. 
“Terry.  Jimmy.” 
“Someone killed them?”  Andy jumped up. 
Victoria shook her head slowly.  Andy sat back down, next to his sister.  He forgot his role as 
comforter.  He had forgotten about everything else in that moment besides his two best friends.  
Andy didn’t want to ask his next question, but he needed to: “They killed somebody?” 
Victoria nodded, just as slowly.  Andy jumped up again, incredulous.  “How do you know?” 
There was a dread in the pit of Andy’s stomach that told him his sister was telling the truth, but 
he didn’t want to believe her.  Not yet.  “When did you see this?  Where did you see this?” he 
asked, motioning toward the window that faced the courtyard.  While a trash-filled, dark alley, 
the courtyard wasn’t the place where folks usually did their dirt: the windows of eight tenements 
looked down on the courtyard.  No matter how ambitious or desperate, no dealer or junkie would 
want to conduct business in front of such a large potential audience. 
Victoria’s eyes flashed.  She heard the skepticism in her brother’s voice and didn’t appreciate it.  
“Coming home from school today,” she hissed, and Andy’s mind immediately jumped to the 
fighting women in his life.  Victoria wasn’t as obvious with it, but if you pushed her against a 
wall…   
“Susan was sick, so I walked home right after school instead of to her house.  I saw them talking 
to some man next to the Guzmáns’ truck.  Then they pushed him behind it.  Jimmy had a bat.”   
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As if pricked by a memory, Victoria hopped up from the couch and looked toward the front door.  
Andy’s baseball bat, left behind after last week’s pick-up game, still rested against the wall.  
Andy followed her eyes, realizing what she was looking for.  He was momentarily hurt by the 
assumption, but let it go: after all, his sister was just defending herself against the insinuation that 
she was lying about his friends.   
Victoria turned back toward her brother.  “I just heard the guy screaming and Terry and Jimmy 
yelling and them hitting him.” Her voice started to quiver again.  “They just wouldn’t stop hitting 
him.  Even after he stopped yelling.” 
Andy’s heart hurt for his sister.  He went to her again and guided her back to the couch.  “Did 
you see them?”  Andy had stopped interrogating now; he just wanted to make sure his sister was 
okay.  Victoria shook her head.  “They were behind the truck, on the other side of the street.” 
“Were there any other kids around?” 
She shook her head again.  “The rest of the kids from school hadn’t gotten back yet.  It was just 
me.”  She looked up at Andy. “But other people saw. There were people looking from their 
windows on the other side.  They could see everything.  And there were people on our side 
looking from their windows, too.  They could hear even if they couldn’t see.” 
Andy looked down at his lap.  He knew what was coming next. 
“And they didn’t do anything.  No one did anything to stop them.  No one called the cops.”  
Victoria was openly crying now.  “Why didn’t they help?” 
Andy held his sister as she sobbed.  Just a moment ago, Andy was worried that his friends were 
dead.  Now, he almost wished they were.  He didn’t understand why they would do something 
like that on the block, where there were children, where anyone could see them.  Where his little 
sisters could see them. 
Andy heard shuffling in the hallway.  He looked over his shoulder to see Lena leaning against 
the living room entryway, worry etched on her face.  Her arms were wrapped around herself.  
Her silence told Andy that she hadn’t heard his and Victoria’s conversation, but she finished with 
the dishes in time to see that something was very wrong. 
Andy turned back to Victoria, rocking her a little as her sobbing subsided.  “Please don’t be 
friends with them anymore,” she whispered.  “Don’t let them come here anymore.” 
Andy nodded, silent.  He remembered the myriad weekends his friends had spent over his house 
growing up, only for him to spend the night at their houses on the weekends that they weren’t at 
his.  He remembered how Jimmy swore he was in love with his sister Roberta when they were 
eight years old, and how Roberta, ready to graduate high school, laughed and laughed when the 
small brown boy proposed to her.  He remembered how Terry always seemed to want to stay for 
dinner when Jero was home, how he seemed enraptured by the large man’s easy sway to music, 
at the way he used to hold Mina’s arms up so that Victoria and Lena could tickle her, at the way 
his laugh rumbled throughout the house at his wife’s protests and giggles.   
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Terry and Jimmy had been part of his family.  He looked down at Victoria’s head, then over his 
shoulder again at Lena, who seemed frozen in place with sadness and fear.   
But they weren’t family, because they didn’t protect his sisters.  They didn’t consider that little 
kids could have seen them.  They didn’t care that the whole neighborhood was watching and was 
terrified of them.  Or maybe they did.  Maybe that’s why they did it. 
Andy would never know, because he couldn’t talk to them anymore.  While he knew that he 
didn’t want to go back to school, he also knew that he didn’t want the life Terry and Jimmy had.  
He didn’t want the streets to get him, too. 
Andy resolved to tell his parents that he quit school that evening, then decide what to do next 
with his life.  Whatever it was, it wouldn’t be dealing or beating people to death with bats. His 
family deserved better than that from him.  His baby sisters deserved a better than that from him.  
And he would make sure they got it. 
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IV. The New World 
August, 1928 
“And, not only that, my mother and them said when they became teenagers, they, they, they 
[pause] ‘promenade’ as they call ‘em, or they call it… walk, you know…” 
 
Mina stood on the porch.  She breathed slowly, trying to hold in her excitement.  Nessie and 
Rosa would be at her house any minute to pick her up.  She wanted to appear as mature as 
possible for her first promenade.  No little girl giggling.  No blushing.  She was a woman now. 
Her friends arrived at 6 o’clock on the dot.  Their walking was very focused and precise.  Quick.  
Quite the opposite of the strolling they’d be doing an hour later with their group of girlfriends, 
whispering about the group of boys sauntering a few paces behind.  But the boys weren’t around 
yet, so there was no reason to act casual, or hide their determination to see them.  Nessie had 
turned sixteen back in January and had been waiting for Mina’s parents to let her promenade 
with her friends.  Even after Mina was old enough, her parents took their time granting their 
daughter permission to go out.  There always seemed to be some excuse – some obscure chore 
that needed completing; a sick little brother that needed tending to; weather that was a bit too wet 
that evening and what was the purpose of catching one’s death just to be social?   
None of these excuses came from Mr. Tillman, of course.  In the evenings, he came home from 
his job at the post office and retired to the back porch, where Mr. Tillman and any of the 
neighborhood Negro men lucky enough to be invited would smoke cigars and drink and talk.  
Neither Nessie nor Rosa had ever seen the back porch.  They only knew of it from their fathers, 
who would often make it their business to be on Wood Street by 6 p.m. in the warmer months, so 
they could knock of the Tillmans’ door with the  “just in the neighborhood” excuse.  The first 
Negro postman in Georgetown, Mr. Tillman was a very important man, and he knew it. 
No, the rejection and excuses came from Mrs. Tillman, an intimidating woman in her own right.  
She knew she was married to an important man, too.  Also, Mrs. Tillman was half White – from 
a White mother who was actually married to the Negro father.  No shame in that.  And even 
though Rosa heard her mother once say that the Negro man and his wife didn’t have a pot to piss 
in or a window to throw it out of when their daughter was little – before they both died – an 
impoverished childhood didn’t matter much.  The mulatto daughter had grown to marry Sam 
Tillman.  You couldn’t get much better than that. 
When Mrs. Tillman would give Nessie and Rosa yet another excuse for why Mina couldn’t 
promenade, she didn’t look at them, but past them, as if they were already leaving.  Her smile 
and polite tone seemed as odds with what her eyes suggested.  With each new excuse, the girls 
would turn toward the direction Mrs. Tillman’s eyes indicated, and they’d hear the door shut 
behind them.  She never invited them in. 
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On the evening of Mina’s first promenade, the heat was almost unbearable.  Nessie and Rosa 
tried to walk quickly, but didn’t want to sweat.  They had both bathed at home, washing away 
the day of cleaning and cooking.  In the privacy of their bedrooms, they patted cornstarch under 
their arms and breasts.  They smelled good.  Clean.  They didn’t want to ruin that in their rush to 
get to Mina. 
Mina’s mother had fussed at her for sitting on the porch, waiting on them.  “You want to look 
fast, like those fast girls that keep coming here for you?” her mother asked.  Mina didn’t want to 
look fast, but she didn’t want her friends to think she had to stay home again, either.  Mina 
quietly responded, “No, ma’am,” but stayed put, hoping her mother would not command her to 
move into the house. 
“Don’t go no farther than the clock tower,” her mother said.  “Be home by dark.”  She went 
inside. 
Mina’s heart leapt.  The clock tower was a long walk from home.  Implications of this new 
independence slowly unfolded in her mind.  For as long as she could remember, Mina had to do 
the lion’s share of the cleaning and caretaking in the house, even though Jeanne was the oldest.  
Mina knew the reason for the unfair workload: despite Jeanne’s age advantage, Mina was easily 
smarter than her sister.  Mina could never tell whether her mother was proud of her intelligence 
and subsequent academic prowess, but she knew that her mother approved: Mrs. Tillman did not 
coddle or fuss over Mina like she did Jeanne, but she almost treated Mina as an equal, a partner 
in the business of life.  
At the end of each elementary school year, the Tillmans would wait to see if Jeanne would 
advance to the next grade or be retained.  Jeanne was retained so often that both the girls ended 
up in the sixth grade together, even though Jeanne was two years older than Mina. When Mina 
moved on to the seventh grade and Jeanne did not, she quit school altogether.  The older Mina 
got, the more academic accolades she received, the more her workload around the house 
increased – from chasing her wild brothers around to killing the chickens to helping with the 
washing her mother took in, all in addition to her usual chore of keeping the entire house clean.  
With each new command, Mina could feel her mother balancing the world a bit for Jeanne, who 
would never be as smart as her younger, prettier sister. 
Mina knew that the household responsibilities would not end just because she was sixteen, but 
maybe things wouldn’t seem as bad if she had a boy to think about.  Or, better yet, if a boy was 
sweet on her, and she liked him back.  Maybe. 
When Nessie and Rosa finally reached the Tillman porch, their breathing was a bit labored, but 
controlled.  The girls said each other’s names by way of greeting, like the adults did. 
“Mina.” 
 
“Nessie.  Rosa.”  The girls grinned at each other. 
 
“You ready?” Rosa asked. 
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Mina nodded, clasping her small beaded change purse.  Her mother had given her fifty cents to 
have, just for the evening.  “Don’t let nobody pay for anything tonight,” her mother had said. 
“You can pay your own way.” 
As the girls descended from the porch, Nessie cleared her throat a little.  “Sounds like Jero Emile 
is gonna be there tonight.” She tried to sound nonchalant, but she was watching Mina. 
“Jero Emile?” Mina asked.  She remembered Jero from school when they were younger.  Tall 
and broad – broad shoulders, broad hands, even back then.  He would answer the teacher’s 
questions in class when called upon, but, unlike Mina, would never volunteer information.  She 
didn’t see him much after fifth grade.  He started working for the White presser in town when his 
father died.  Mina assumed he quit school.  “I remember him.” 
Rosa sidled up closer to Mina.  “He said he’s excited about seeing you,” she sing-songed.  Mina 
stopped walking. 
“He did?” she said, looking for the joke in her friends’ eyes.  They smiled at her.  Their eyes 
were happy, mischievous, and maybe a bit jealous.  But they weren’t lying. 
“Oh.” Mina began walking again, falling silent.  A memory had come back to her: on the 
summer days that she’d have to take her father’s lunch to the post office, she’d pass the presser’s 
storefront, then swing around the row of buildings to the post office’s back entrance.  On more 
than one occasion, Jero would be there alone, cigarette in hand.  He’d nod his greeting to Mina, 
and she’d nod her greeting back to him, turning toward the office’s back door.  In three long 
steps, Jero would be at the door before Mina and hold it open for her.  She would nod her thanks 
and disappear inside as he gently shut the door behind her.  They never said a word.  This scene 
happened half a dozen times, but Mina had never really thought about it before.  She was 
thinking about it now. 
“Yes.  I remember him,” Mina repeated, distracted, then fell silent again. 
Rosa and Nessie exchanged knowing smiles.  They linked arms with their pensive friend and 
headed toward the square. 
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September, 1944 
“‘Where you are, where those people are, is, is the gutter,’ you know…” 
Clairessa recognized Mina as soon as she saw her – a Tillman.  While Clairessa’s years in the 
City assured her that no one there cared where Georgetown was, much less who the Tillmans 
were, the small, smiling woman knew that to approach a Tillman was to approach Negro 
Georgetown royalty.  Just ask the Tillman women, they’d let you know you for sure.  They 
wouldn’t say anything, but everything in their mannerisms would tell you: the way their eyes 
would flicker over your clothing while they talked to you; the tightness of their smiles – as if the 
stench of your commonness was something they could tolerate, but only for a while; the confines 
of their conversation to food, the weather – the only things the likes of you could possibly have 
in common with them.  
 Clairessa had gone to school with Mina’s older sister Jeanne, and while she had done better than 
Jeanne in school, Jeanne always made clear who was really better.  Even when Jeanne’s younger 
sister passed her in school and Jeanne quit from embarrassment, Jeanne was still sadity.  
Clairessa didn’t know if mean Jeanne’s little sister was the same way, but she assumed Mina 
was.  Still, helping out a Tillman girl could benefit Clairessa or her family back home somehow.  
She didn’t know how exactly, but those details could be worked out later. 
Clairessa strode over to Mina and her still-awestruck children.  She moved quickly but didn’t 
run: she didn’t want to alarm the woman, even though she momentarily feared someone in the 
large station would also identify the opportunity and try to capitalize on it.  No one else seemed 
to notice the new arrivals, however, and this pleased Clairessa.  She waded through the 
disinterested passengers and their awaiting friends and family, greeting Mina and the children 
with a grin that as much indicated her predictions of some sort of remuneration as it did general 
human kindness.  
“Mina? Mina Tillman?” Clairessa said, squinting as if peering through the haze of years and 
memories.  “I almost didn’t recognize you!  What are you doing here?” 
Mina was startled out of her angry contemplation, peering back at this stranger through a genuine 
haze of years and memories, and drew a blank.  The woman before her, though as petite as Mina 
was, seemed to take up a lot of space.  She spoke a little too loudly, and, though she was standing 
still, her body seemed to open up and spread itself a bit.  Feet a little too far apart.  Torso leaned 
in a bit too close to her and her children.  This woman’s use of Mina’s first name showed that, 
despite the display, she knew of Mina’s family.  Use of the last name showed that the woman 
didn’t really know the Tillmans, however.  Was this woman from Georgetown? Definitely.  But 
was she Mina’s people?  Definitely not.  Still, she could be helpful. 
Mina nodded toward the trunk and suitcases, which would have been answer enough to 
Clairessa’s question.  “I’m waiting on my husband to come pick me up.  He’s late.” 
“I see.  How long have you all been waiting?” Clairessa tried to tamp down the eagerness in her 
voice.   
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“’Round two hours.” 
“My Lord!  Where are you all headed?” 
Mina fished around in her pocketbook as the children looked on and silently handed Clairessa a 
folded piece of paper. 
“One hundred and sixteenth,” the woman read, almost grimly.  Clairessa didn’t know what she 
was expecting, but she did know she wasn’t expecting a Tillman to live so close to her in 
Harlem.  This revelation sucked a bit of the magic out of Georgetown at the same time that it 
infused more of it into the City.  If Clairessa had the words for it, she would have said something 
like, “Oh, how the mighty have fallen.”  Maybe not so mean, but something like that.  That’s 
what the City could do to Negroes: she’d known of quite a few Negroes who were richer back 
home, but now working alongside her as domestics and drivers in the City; while others from the 
most no-count dirty holes in the South came up North and fought their way to notoriety, at least.  
Sometimes, even comfort.  But that was Negroes; in the City, White folk either stayed rich or got 
richer. 
From the looks of Mina Tillman, with all those kids and a folded piece of paper that read 116th 
Street, it didn’t look like too much fighting for the top would be going on. 
“Okay,” Clairessa said.  “You have an address, so let’s get you a cab.  Maybe your husband got 
stuck somewhere, but it’s gonna get dark soon, and you all don’t need to be here once it is.”  
Clairessa started walking in the direction of Seventh Avenue, more feeling than seeing Mina 
Tillman and her children trailing behind.  For a moment, they walked like that, Clairessa a new 
and sudden monarch, followed by a train of former royalty, all learning their new places in the 
world.  Once the moment passed, Clairessa’s Georgetown upbringing got the best of her and, 
doing an abrupt about-face, she turned to help Sonny, who was struggling with the trunk.  That 
act of kindness put Mina at the head of the line.  Clairessa noticed from the line’s rear that Mina 
walked with a self-assurance that was confounding and, in Clairessa’s opinion, a bit misplaced, 
given her and her children’s current situation.  The woman had no idea where she and her 
children were going or how they were going to get there, yet she walked with her chin up as if 
she had tea in China.  She also didn’t know the whereabouts of her husband, though, to hear 
people back home tell it, that was nothing new.   
Mina probably didn’t even have any money.  In the South, it was wholly possible to eat three 
meals a day, clothe and shelter oneself, not with money, but by the sweat of one’s brow, 
bartering, or the kindness of relatives, Negro and White.  The City didn’t work that way: sooner 
or later, everything came down to money.  You could go hungry without it.  Be out on the street.  
You could even freeze to death.  While Clairessa never experienced any of these things, thank 
God, she had seen them happen to others with her own eyes.   
It was cool outside, but not cold, so Clairessa didn’t fear for the children in that way.  But if 
Mina had never been up to New York in the winter, she had no idea what she was in for.  Even at 
that moment, the air was crisper than it would have been in Georgetown.  And that was how the 
City brought the High Negro low: while the South had its own horrible peculiarities, they tended 
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to do more with people rather than the physical environment, and the High Negro had long ago 
figured out how to manage people, both Negro and White.  But in the North, no one cared about 
you or about who your family was, and, for half of the year, even the sky hated you.  And how 
can one possibly manage a hateful sky?  One winter in the City, and many a High Negro never 
seemed able to right himself again. 
Clairessa felt sorry for Mina and her children, and for what the City would do to them.  She 
wanted to warn the small, proud woman, but didn’t know what to say.  Even now, the children 
stood in a line and in awe, watching what Clairessa was sure were more people than they had 
ever seen weaving in and out of what she also assumed were more cars than they had ever seen.  
Mina stood at the end of the line, as quiet as the children, neither selecting a particular plan of 
action nor looking to Clairessa for one.  Clairessa couldn’t tell if Mina’s silence indicated her 
trust in a stranger or her acceptance of her lot.   
Clairessa walked to the edge of the sidewalk to hail a cab.  The first two cabbies that pulled over 
refused her request – too many people for one cab, too much luggage, they didn’t want to go to 
Harlem.  When the third cabbie agreed to take them, Clairessa turned to see that the six new 
arrivals hadn’t moved an inch.  Mina hadn’t even stepped forward to make herself part of the 
cab-procuring process; she simply stood here, expressionless and, in Clairessa’s opinion now, 
waiting to be served.  Instead of anger, Clairessa only felt pity for the woman.  Mina Tillman had 
no idea what she was getting herself into here, Clairessa thought.  She’ll learn. 
Clairessa waved Mina over.  “This man will take you where you need to go.”  
Clairessa turned back to the cabbie to haggle over the fare, while her momentary charges silently 
loaded their luggage and themselves into the cab. 
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August, 1948 
“They were just so pretty.  And, and, and I thought they were women at first, you know what I 
mean?” 
Marjorie kept her head down and clutched her scarf tightly around her neck.  She ignored the 
noises from 155th street – the honks or yells could have been directed at her or at someone else, 
but Marjorie wasn’t planning on hanging around to find out.  This wasn’t ten or twenty years 
ago, when folks in Harlem were more accepting of women like her. From what her older friends 
told her, Prohibition seemed to heighten folks’ tolerance and care for each other.  So did being 
just a few decades out of slavery.  But this was a different time, and while folks were generally 
polite, they were also unapologetically distant.  For the most part, others’ disdain showed in their 
disassociation from her, rather than in jeers or physical threats.  For the most part. 
A breeze blew and reminded Marjorie that fall would be coming soon – in a month, the days 
would be getting cooler, and the nights would be downright cold.  She had no gloves (last year’s 
pair was more holes than fabric) and no spare money to buy more.  And there would be no spare 
money for a while: the demand for dance troupes like hers was slowly waning, so every penny 
Marjorie made went toward rent, and for buying what little food she could at the market, and for 
train and bus fare to shows. 
Luckily, Rockland Palace was five blocks from her home, so Marjorie could walk and save a 
little money on fare. She would put that money away for gloves.  Also, it was still warm enough 
that a bit of walking didn’t mean having to brave the cold without any gloves.  Marjorie looked 
down at her hands and smiled wryly.  “Man hands,” she said to herself. 
Marjorie skipped meals so she could by creams and lotions and other skin softeners for her 
hands.  She massaged them at night and stretched them during the day.  She even polished the 
nails, all to no avail: while Marjorie’s attention to her hands made them much softer and 
smoother, it would never shrink the bulbous knuckles or slim the round fingers.  She had what 
her father used to call meat hooks for hands.  She could hide other parts of her body – her “God-
given body,” as Marjorie’s mother used to say, back when her mother was still speaking to her. 
But Marjorie couldn’t hide her God-given meat hooks.  There was no salve or fabric that would 
make them other than what they were.   
So Marjorie learned to make them dance instead.  During performances, Marjorie’s hands had a 
routine all their own.  When she turned her body, her hands rose above her head, pulling the 
audience’s attention upward, toward the dancing fingers and glint of the costume jewelry that 
adorned them.  When she shimmied, her hands jumped away from her vibrating body and 
stretched themselves to either end of the stage.  When she rocked her body slow, her hands 
clapped double-time, catching both the down and up beats, alerting the audience to a rhythm it 
hadn’t even known was there.  Those hands left audiences spellbound.   Marjorie was making 
use of her God-given body, all right, but not in the way her mother thought she should.  She 
didn’t even trouble herself over God’s intentions.  She already heard enough about Him for a 
lifetime. 
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Marjorie made it to the Palace just as the wind picked up and the sun set.  The show wouldn’t 
begin for hours, but the troupe’s hair, makeup, and gowns were sure to take a long time that 
evening, and they wanted to be prepared.  This was the third call back from the Pinochle club, 
and the women wanted to stay in the club’s good graces.   
Marjorie looked around to the back door and waited for her eyes to adjust to the dim light inside.  
She weaved through the jumble of curtains, large instruments, and broken chairs to the dressing 
area.  Her sisters were already there, bustling around the cramped area, joking and laughing.  
Marjorie breathed her relief when she saw them, only then recognizing how tense she had been 
on her journey from her apartment to the Palace.  This was the place she felt safest and most free: 
with her sisters and the halls and ballrooms and stages of the City.  Not in her tiny basement 
apartment.  Not in that stifled town of her childhood, where everyone – even her parents – were 
happy to see her go.   
Her sisters, her stages.  These were her home. 
*** 
Roberta looked up at the lights, which were twinkling magically.  She looked down at the table, 
smoothing its cloth beneath her fingers.  It was white and real and different from the cracking, 
plastic cover on the table at home, the one with the fuzzy underside.  This one was the real thing.  
Roberta was sure her aunt picked out this cloth personally. 
Roberta’s aunt, who they called Sister, was Francine’s namesake and part of the Pinochle club, 
the club that put on the best parties in the neighborhood.  Better than the Bidwhist club and the 
Bingo club.  Even better than the Georgetonians.  Though Roberta knew that tonight’s dance was 
to raise money for the Pinochle club members’ trip to Canada, she only cared about whether the 
Pinochle club had invited those beautiful dancers perform the floorshow during the party’s 
intermission again.  But Roberta hadn’t asked her aunt.  She wanted to be surprised.   
Roberta’s fingers tapped the ivory cloth as she looked around.  The dance hadn’t even begun, 
and she was afraid she’d burst with excitement.  Each time the hall doors opened, a couple more 
attractive than the last floated in.  These were, of course, people Roberta had known all her life – 
Mr. and Mrs. Gandy, the Johnsons, Ms. Mary Beth – but Roberta saw them all dressed up only 
on dance nights.   
Mrs. Gandy usually wore a cap on her head, even out in public, and Roberta and Francine would 
sometimes giggle about what could be underneath it – a sandwich, a small dog, or nothing at all.  
She could’ve been completely bald.  These evenings reminded the girls that Mrs. Gandy had soft, 
coiling ropes of hair that she somehow pinned into the most intricate styles.  Mr. Gandy’s suit 
was nice enough, though it looked a little shiny at the elbows.  He didn’t seem to mind: his wife 
on his arm was enough to distract anyone from the wear on his suit.  Her elegant blue dress and 
coiled hair were such a change from her normal housecoat and cap, it was like Mr. Gandy was 
sporting Cinderella on his arm.  And his smile showed that he knew it. 
Roberta thought Ms. Mary Beth was pretty, too.  Her skin was the opposite of Mrs. Gandy’s – 
dark, dark – and seemed to blend into her hair, which fell in careful waves to her shoulders.  That 
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night she was pulling her date, a brown-skinned fellow with light eyes, all around the hall, 
waving and beaming proudly.  Ms. Mary Beth’s escort seemed to have forgotten to remove his 
hat once in the building.  Roberta noticed that with each introduction, the stranger smiled at the 
women, but only nodded at the men.  Roberta didn’t like the looks of that.  She didn’t trust this 
stranger that would appropriately greet one half of the party guests, but not the other. 
She leaned forward once Mary Beth halted at her parents’ table.  While Roberta was seated with 
the kids, Mina and Jero were just two tables over – far enough away that Roberta couldn’t talk to 
them, but close enough to see them without the growing crowd’s getting in her way.   
Mary Beth leaned forward, too, Roberta noted, and a bit too close to Jero.  Roberta saw Mina’s 
eyes quickly move to the woman – scanning her hair, her lip color, her dress – then to Jero.  
Mina maintained a small, respectable smile as she silently read her husband’s body language.  
Roberta didn’t know what her mother was looking for, exactly, but, whatever it was, she didn’t 
find it: Mina soon relaxed, shifting her gaze from Jero back to Mary Beth. She nodded and 
smiled at something the younger woman said, and when Mary Beth introduced her mysterious 
stranger, his teeth shone at Mina.  Mina – her left hand resting on her husband’s arm and her 
right near a half-full tumbler – didn’t seem to notice. 
As Mary Beth and the stranger moved on, Roberta continued to watch her parents.  To her, they 
were the handsomest couple in the room.  Jero’s dark jacket and starched shirt were no different 
than what any of the other men in the room wore, but Jero wore them better.  His straight back 
and broad shoulders cut a commanding profile, and his shirt, though old, was starched and 
pressed so carefully, there wasn’t a cattail in sight.  That shirt could’ve stood up on its own, 
Roberta thought.  She was proud at how good her daddy looked. But then, he always looked 
good: she’d never seen him leave the house in anything but a dress shirt, even when he went to 
spend the hot summer workday pressing other people’s clothes.   
Mother always looked good, too.  She wouldn’t dare be found on the stoop or in the store with a 
cap on her head like Mrs. Gandy. Roberta knew her daddy wouldn’t have allowed it, but her 
mother wouldn’t have done it anyway: both parents believed that if one is leaving home, one 
should dress accordingly. 
The pale jade of Mina’s dress brought out the olive tones of her skin.  And though the effort was 
admirable, Ms. Mary Beth’s meticulous waves were nothing compared to the natural grace of 
Mina’s.  Jero leaned over and whispered in his wife’s ear.  Mina blushed and hit Jero’s arm with 
her right hand while he threw his head back and laughed.  Mina’s left hand never moved from 
her husband’s arm.   
*** 
Roberta watched the adults dance for three hours.  Every so often, she’d dance, too, in the corner 
of the dance floor reserved for kids.  She didn’t get up too often: Roberta didn’t want to risk one 
of the drunk old men asking for a dance.  Though it would be disrespectful to reject one of them 
to his face, the prospect of stumbling through a quick number with any of these slurring, jovial 
men made Roberta uncomfortable.  And a slow dance would have been worse.  Roberta agreed 
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to dance to one song if a friend asked her, then sat out the next five, laughing with her friends 
and eating macaroni and chicken at the kids table.   
When the lights dimmed in the hall, Roberta directed her full attention toward the stage.  This 
was the moment she’d been waiting for.  She ignored the emcee’s second welcome and whatever 
announcements he was supposed to share.  She knew the announcements didn’t apply to her, 
anyway.  None of this did: while Roberta and the other neighborhood kids had a table at the 
party, they understood that this was their parents’ night to talk, laugh, drink and show off.  After 
all, having kids and no sitter shouldn’t stop anyone from having a good time.   
When he had finished his spiel, the emcee descended from the stage, allowing the spotlight to 
fall on the four women that were behind him.  Roberta hadn’t noticed them before, and she 
almost leapt from her seat when she saw them.  The dancers on stage sauntered closer to the 
audience, moving to the beat of the band.  Their dance wasn’t nearly as complex as what Roberta 
had seen on dance floors or at other floorshows, but she was mesmerized.  The women were just 
so beautiful.  At the last floorshow, the women had worn pants and flats and blouses that allowed 
them stretch their bodies and rocked their legs and arms in a wild dance until the crowd cheered.  
Tonight, their beautiful dresses slowly swung with their bodies to the music.  Roberta stared, not 
moving, as the stunning women twirled.  She hadn’t even noticed Sonny sit down next to her. 
“What are you staring at those men like that for?  Close your mouth.  You’ll catch a fly.”  
Roberta whirled to face him.  “What men?” 
Sonny nodded to the stage smugly.  He was proud that he was the one to inform his smart little 
sister that the performers she admired were drag queens, but a bit surprised that she hadn’t 
figured that out on her own. 
Sonny hopped up at a friend’s call, leaving Roberta to assimilate this very new information.  She 
heard the women at the next table loudly admiring “this one’s makeup” and “that one’s dress.”  
But never “her dress” or “her makeup.”  The men at the table courteously smiled at the 
performers, but stayed silent. 
Roberta turned back to the performers on stage.  Knowing they were men didn’t change their 
beauty, their poise.  They held their heads high as they descended the stage to an odd mix of 
polite and resounding applause.  Roberta realized that, second to her mother, the performers were 
still the loveliest women she’d ever seen. 
As the hall lights rose, the couples moved back onto the dance floor, and Roberta looked around 
for her parents.  At previous dances, Mina would go from table to table, chatting with friends and 
drinking whatever they were offering, while Sister would press Jero into dancing with some 
dateless woman.  Invariably, Mina and Jero would fight when they got back home, leaving 
Francine and Roberta to try to end what other flirtatious or drunken adults – by then, somewhere 
sleeping soundly – had started.   
Tonight, however, Mina and Jero held each other tightly on the dance floor – her, head rested,  
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arms wrapped tight; him, eyes closed and smiling.  The sight thrilled Roberta just as much as the 
appearance of her favorite performers, and she felt a peace wash over her.  She looked up at the 
twinkling lights once more, thanking God for all things that were strange and lovely. 
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October, 1957 
“I, what I was trying to say is, I think she went out of her element.  If we were in South Carolina, 
I think her thinking of pushing would have been entirely a [pause] different… from being in New 
York when you don’t know the system and don’t know what to do in order to [pause]…push as 
much.” 
 
Rochelle Crisp rapped on the dark door three times.  She noticed that it was very shiny – not like 
a new penny, but shiny like any object that had been slathered in paint so often that it had a 
strange sheen and was the tiniest bit soft to the touch.  Rochelle noticed that’s the way many 
things were in the City: painted over, refurbished and redone, so that the age wouldn’t show.  
Back home, old things were old – sometimes burnished and bronzed and fussed over through the 
decades, sometimes left to crumble back into the Earth from which all things come.  But old 
things were always old, and only new things were new.  There was no pretending that one thing 
was the other. 
That was just one of the strange things Rochelle encountered in her new home.  Some things she 
expected, like the cold weather, the bustling nightlife, the way that everything – from folks’ cars 
to their speech – was faster here.  Other things, however, she did not expect.  The Negroes here 
were not as smart as she thought they would be.  Sure, New York Negroes were street smart: 
they knew the ins and outs of the bright, fast, sometimes frightening City like the backs of their 
hands, braving dark alleys and hot subway tunnels with a swagger that amazed their southern 
cousins.  But they generally seemed as disinterested in the goings-on of the world as the Negroes 
she knew back in Georgia.  Back home, if it wasn’t about the price of the crop, if it wasn’t about 
the animal one was riding or eating, if it wasn’t about what big or little ridiculousness White 
folks were getting into that day, it was of no interest.  Here, if it wasn’t about the bus schedule, if 
it wasn’t about the price of fish at the market, if it wasn’t about who was playing at the club, it 
was of no interest.  Rochelle was beginning to understand that the here and now – rather than the 
back then or yet to come – dominated the minds and hearts of Negroes in both the South and the 
North, and she was disappointed by that realization.  She thought that leaving Albany and 
coming to the greatest city in the world – and the Negro capital of the world, no less – would 
have also brought her into a sphere of Negroes that thought about the betterment of the race 
entire, of the Negroes’ future as a people on the rise.   
When she first moved to Harlem, Rochelle would sometimes get lost coming home from the 
market, or get off at the wrong bus stop.  Invariably, men from her new neighborhood would 
approach her to ask Rochelle about the weather or the bus schedule, and then about going to the 
Apollo or some dance.  Rochelle would ask the inquiring man if he’d ever heard of Marcus 
Garvey and the UNIA.  Or if he thought Liberia was a good idea or a set-up.  Or if “Kwame 
Nkrumah” would be good first and middle names for a baby or too much trouble for a 
kindergarten teacher.  Pretty soon, word got around in the neighborhood that the new teacher at 
PS 103 was a little crazy, always talking about Africa and stuff.  Rochelle was free to 
concentrate on her work instead of fending off men. 
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Rochelle chuckled to herself at the memory of the men’s faces, almost too many to count, as they 
slowly realized that the object of their impromptu courtship was not what they were expecting, 
and subtly tried to search for an escape.  Sometimes not too subtly: in Central Park, one man 
turned on his heel and walked away when Rochelle started in on the absurdity of Haitian 
reparations to France.  She appreciated his frankness.   
No man Rochelle met would ever compare to her father, she was sure of that.  She loved him 
more than anything in the world.   
Rochelle’s mother died giving birth to her.  She was her parents’ first child.  She grew up to her 
father telling stories about how beautiful her mother was, how wise, how generous.  As far as she 
was concerned, the woman that birthed her rivaled any princess she heard about in the stories her 
father told in the evenings, enjoying the view of their land from the quiet porch.  A glitch in 
some old surveyor’s paperwork meant that the tiny parcel of land that Rochelle’s father’s 
grandfather inherited from his penitent master had never been snatched up by the area’s White 
families that wanted land so badly they were willing to take it from any Negro that had some.  As 
far as the maps in Oconee County and Atlanta were concerned, Rochelle’s father’s land didn’t 
exist.  The last gasp before the Greene county line, Rochelle’s father reveled in the safety that 
this lapse in documentation bought for his tiny family, and Rochelle’s father taught her to hunt, 
fish, chop wood, and grow beets and turnips as he discussed the nuances of the British classics 
that crowded a single bookshelf on the wall – yet another gift from the regretful old master.  He 
felt he could teach his daughter better than any teacher at any one-room schoolhouse miles away.  
And so he did. 
That all changed when, at sixteen, her father abruptly told Rochelle that she had to go to college.  
In Rochelle’s memory, her father’s declaration was immediately followed by her departure from 
the only home and land she had ever known.  Her father, saying that he did not trust the main 
roads, tried to follow the rivers from their Oconee woodland to Albany: past the lakes and down 
the Oconee River, then west along the Altamaha, across the Alapaha to Lake Blackshear, and 
finally down the Flint River to Dougherty County.  The journey took days, her father driving the 
borrowed horse and cart slowly and spending much of the time talking to Rochelle about how the 
world was shrinking, about how it was getting harder and harder to hide from it, and how they 
had no choice but to face it.  Rochelle had never heard her father say these things before, but she 
was too bereft by the sudden loss of her home to contemplate his ramblings. 
The dean at Albany State College did not want to admit Rochelle at first.  Why would a Negro 
child who had never set foot in a school emerge from the middle Georgia woods and want to go 
to college? And, better yet, why should she?  Rochelle’s father refused to leave the dean’s office 
until he tested Rochelle – he insisted that his daughter was intelligent enough for college.  The 
dean agreed to test her, and when it was all done, Rochelle’s test scores allowed her to skip her 
entire freshman year.  She was immediately accepted and her father, satisfied, climbed back into 
the borrowed cart and rode off toward Oconee County. 
Rochelle never saw her father again.  A few weeks later, the same horse and cart appeared on 
campus, its owner asking for Rochelle Crisp.  The man introduced himself.  Rochelle didn’t 
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recognize him, but did recognize the horse and cart and became alarmed.  The man – Rochelle 
could never seem to remember his name after that day – said something about taxes and land.  
Something about the courts and the sheriff.  Something about a gunfight and her father.  
Something about death.   
Rochelle thanked the stranger and turned back toward her dorm.  She thought about the shrinking 
world and facing it.  She resolved in that moment to learn everything she needed to outsmart 
fatal errors of paperwork.  She told no one at Albany State about her father’s life or death.  She 
never cried. 
“They aren’t here at the moment.”  A voice behind Rochelle scared her out of her thoughts.  She 
turned to see a tall woman filling an apartment door.  “Didn’t mean to frighten you, baby.  But 
Mrs. Emile isn’t there, and the kids are downstairs.  May I help you?” 
Rochelle sputtered for a moment.  She was used to people’s keeping their doors closed and 
minding their business in a way that belied the City’s crowdedness.  It was like Harlem was full 
of people yet completely empty.  The fact that a neighbor would know one’s whereabouts and, 
what’s more, tell them to a stranger, momentarily confused the young teacher. 
“I—I wanted to talk to Mrs. Emile about her son,” Rochelle finally said. 
The tall woman smiled.  “Which one?  She’s got a lot.” 
Rochelle didn’t know how to respond to that one.  “Um, Phillip.” 
“Oh.  That one.”  The tall woman smiled and shook her head as if there were many stories to tell 
about the child and it was a shame that Rochelle didn’t have the time to hear them.  “Too smart 
for his own good, that one.  Just a minute.”   
Rochelle watched the woman leave her front door and head to the window directly behind her.  
She opened it, stuck out her head and yelled, “Berta Mae!  Someone’s here to see your mother 
about Phillip!”  The woman then shut the window and walked back to her front door. 
Again, Rochelle didn’t know what to say.  “Um, thank you.” 
“You want some tea biscuits while you wait?” 
Rochelle was trying to find the words to politely decline when she heard a rumbling downstairs.   
“You have to take a bath anyway, so there’s no reason to fuss.” An older girl’s voice. 
“I don’t want to take a bath!  It’s the middle of the day!  And I smell just fine!” Rochelle knew 
that was Phillip. 
“You smell like the great outdoors,” said the older girl again. 
“I’m going second.”  Now a small girl. 
“Third,” an even smaller voice piped up. 
“Hey!  I didn’t even hear Doreen start!” Now a boy, but not Phillip. 
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“Vickie doesn’t get to pick.  She’s too little,” Phillip said. 
There was a moment of small child babbling, and the girl – not the older one, but not the small 
one – said, “Lena said she’s going fourth,” followed by general laughter. 
Rochelle looked back at the neighbor, whose dancing eyes were on the landing.  She smiled 
warmly at the voices.  When the neighbor caught Rochelle’s eye, her smile broadened from one 
of love and admiration to one of amusement.  Rochelle could only guess at her own facial 
expression, but she wanted to know: How many of these children were there? 
Phillip was the first to arrive at the landing and came to a full stop when he saw his teacher in 
front of him.  For a moment, he didn’t know what to do.  He was confused: school was school, 
but home was home, and never the twain should meet.  Doreen bumped into him from behind, 
then Andy bumped into her and the three tumbled onto the floor.  Little Victoria, stomping up 
the stairs, maneuvered around the heap of older siblings.  She, too, stopped at the sight of the 
stranger and looked behind her for the safety of her big sister.  When Roberta finally reached the 
landing, a smaller child nearly identical to the one standing next to the sibling-pile on her hip, 
Victoria reached up to grab her hand.   
Roberta hissed a quiet “Get up!” at Phillip, Doreen, and Andy and then stepped over them to the 
pretty woman who was not much older than her.  The neighbor slowly began closing the door – 
very slowly, Rochelle noticed. 
“May I help you?” she asked as she opened the front door.  As the children filed in, the oldest 
girl handed the child on her hip to the one Rochelle assumed was called Doreen.  Doreen slung 
the baby on her hip as if she were a sack of potatoes.  The baby seemed unbothered by the 
transfer and tried to plant a kiss on her sister’s face.  They walked that way –baby’s arms around 
sister’s neck, lips touching cheek – into the apartment.  “Is there something that you need?” 
Rochelle’s attention was drawn back to the business at hand.  “Yes.  I’m sorry to interrupt your 
Saturday, but I need to talk to your mother.  And father.”  Rochelle was just realizing how little 
she knew about her student’s family.  It was hard for her to shake the assumption that all of her 
students had lives like she had: the full attention of one adult all the time.  The freedom to 
explore as far as her legs would take her.  Encouragement to think and talk about new things.  
She was so convinced that Phillip’s intelligence was a product of a lifetime of undivided adult 
attention that she hadn’t even thought to ask about his upbringing.  Now Rochelle saw that this 
boy’s home life wasn’t only different from what she experienced as a child, but it was the 
opposite.   
“My father is asleep, and my mother is at the store.  Could you wait a moment?”  Rochelle 
nodded as the older girl slipped into the door and shut it behind her.  Again, Rochelle was 
regretting showing up at her student’s house unannounced on a Saturday.  Of course his mother 
would be running errands.  She hadn’t considered the inconvenience that a spontaneous school 
employee could cause.  For a moment, Rochelle considered walking down the stairs and out the 
door, pretending that she had never shown up at her student’s house in the first place.  The idea 
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was ludicrous, Rochelle knew.  Still, as a woman that prided herself on her own intelligence, she 
felt foolish for the lack of thought behind this visit.   
As she was still kicking herself, the oldest girl opened up the front door.  “Come in,” she said. 
Rochelle stepped into the apartment and found herself facing a narrow hallway.  As she walked 
down the hallway, she passed the kitchen.  She glanced in the kitchen just in time to see a door 
close at its other end.  The older girl continued to lead Rochelle down the hallway into the living 
room.  It was fairly sparse, and the furniture looked well-used.  There were doors at the other end 
of the living room, and Rochelle assumed the children were behind them.  She could hear the 
sounds of their play from her place on the sofa.  The older girl studied Rochelle for a moment 
before speaking.  “I’m Roberta,” she said.  “My dad should be out in a moment, and my mother 
should be back soon.  Would you like something to drink?  Some tea?” 
Though she knew a warm drink would calm her nerves, Rochelle felt downright ashamed of 
inconveniencing this family any more than she clearly already had.  On top of that, she certainly 
wasn’t going to consume any of their groceries.  Just a rough estimate of the people she knew 
were in the apartment at that moment numbered them at seven, with Phillip’s returning mother 
making eight.  Rochelle knew this neighborhood, and knew these tenements weren’t big – this 
one was probably only two bedrooms, from the count of the doors on the other side of the living 
room.  She wondered how they all fit…  Then it hit her.  This sofa was probably someone’s bed, 
too.  Was this what their father had been sleeping on?  Had he been roused from his sleep just so 
she could sit down? 
Rochelle jumped up at this realization, which made Roberta jump up, too.  Rochelle, feeling 
embarrassed now as well as ashamed, sat back down.  Roberta remained standing, wary of this 
strange woman.  Rochelle was going to prove her normalcy by asking for some water when she 
heard a loud, buzzing sound.  Roberta walked over to a console on the wall and pressed its 
button.  She turned to Rochelle.  “My mother will be up in a minute,” she said, then went back 
down the hall and out the door. 
“She’s probably going to meet her mother halfway down,” Rochelle said to herself, “and tell her 
there’s a crazy woman in her living room.” 
“I’m sure you’re not crazy,” said a voice behind her. 
Rochelle jumped up again and whirled around.  There was a tall, broad man standing in the 
living room entrance.  He had on a shirt with short sleeves and another shirt underneath.  He was 
wearing slacks.  He looked like he was going out to see a movie instead of politely greeting the 
teacher that invaded his home.  “I’m Mr. Emile,” he said just as the front door opened behind 
him.  “My wife, Mrs. Emile, is coming in now.” Mr. Emile disappeared down the hall.  A few 
moments later, a boy– closer to a young man – entered the living room.  Roberta entered behind 
him.  The boy walked straight over to Rochelle.  “I’m Vin,” he said, extending his hand.  Roberta 
stood a bit away, still skeptical of the jumpy teacher.  Rochelle lifted herself off the sofa a bit to 
take his hand, then sat back down.  “I’m Miss Crisp,” she said.  “Miss Crisp,” Vin replied, “nice 
to meet you.” He was looking at Roberta at the last half of his sentence, and Rochelle couldn’t 
decipher the look the two exchanged.  While the youth in Vin’s voice indicated that he was 
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probably younger than Roberta, he was almost as tall as his father.  The two excused themselves 
to what Rochelle assumed was one of the bedrooms.  When they entered, the children that were 
on the other side of the door immediately became louder, and Rochelle could hear that they 
wanted their older siblings to arbitrate some conflict between the younger ones.   
Just then, Rochelle heard a new voice behind her.  “Hello.  I’m Mrs. Emile.”  Rochelle hopped 
up again and just decided to remain standing this time.  She turned to face a woman who was 
much smaller than she.  She was fair-skinned, and her wavy hair was pinned back.  Her husband 
stood behind her, easily over a head taller than she.  From his stance, Rochelle couldn’t figure 
out if Mr. Emile was guarding his wife from or proudly presenting her to Rochelle.  Unsure of 
how to proceed with anything anymore, Rochelle decided to be straightforward.   
“Mr. and Mrs. Emile, I’m sure that you know this, but your son Phillip is very bright.”  Mrs. 
Emile walked across the room and sat at a chair that Rochelle hadn’t noticed until that moment.  
Mr. Emile walked over and stood next to his wife.  Both held polite smiles but remained silent: 
they knew their son was smart, but were waiting to hear why a teacher would knock on their 
door unannounced on a Saturday.     
“I’ve come to talk to you about getting your son tested.”  Alarm quickly spread on the couple’s 
faces. 
“Oh, no, no, no,” Rochelle tried to recover.  “Not bad testing.  Good testing.” The couple looked 
at each other, then back at the young teacher.  “I mean, it’s a test for showing how smart he is.” 
The couple looked as skeptical as their daughter Roberta had.  “The test is for entrance into 
Mensa,” Rochelle said, trying to sound upbeat.  The couple looked confused.  “Mensa is an 
organization for geniuses,” she said.  The couple looked even more confused.  “Entrance 
includes an IQ test.  An IQ test is—“ 
“We know what an IQ test is,” Mr. Emile gently interjected.  Mrs. Emile nodded slightly and 
smiled at Rochelle patiently, as if she were a sweet, dumb child.  Of course they knew what an 
IQ test was, Rochelle chided herself.  She sighed and decided to start over. 
“I apologize for interrupting your Saturday like this, Mr. and Mrs. Emile.  It’s just that I noticed 
how bright your son is, and I want to make sure that he is able to take advantage of all this city 
has to offer its schoolchildren.  When I noticed that your son was finishing his classwork so 
quickly, I started giving him work from higher grades.  Right now, your son is able to complete 
work at a ninth-grade level at the same rate that he can do his regular sixth-grade work.  I would 
like to provide him with more difficult work, with your permission.  Particularly in math.”   
The couple looked at each other again.  They were impressed, but Rochelle didn’t know if they 
were impressed with her or their son.  She decided that wasn’t important and continued, while 
she was on a roll. 
“As he’s doing the harder work, I also wanted to have Phillip’s intelligence tested.  If he scores 
like I think he will, Phillip can qualify for membership in Mensa, an organization for geniuses.” 
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Phillip’s parents started.  They looked at each other again.  They looked back at the teacher.  
“Geniuses?” Mina said, a bit incredulously.   
“Yes, Mrs. Emile.  Your son is very bright.” Rochelle said firmly. 
“I know that, but—” Mina looked over at the bedroom doors, then back at her husband.  She 
looked down at her hands, silent.  Jero picked up where she left off.  “I think what Mrs. Emile is 
trying to ask is why we never heard any of this before.  If Phillip is a genius like you say, then 
we have other children that could be, too.” 
This is the part of the conversation that Rochelle was dreading.  While Rochelle’s isolated 
upbringing and Pan-Africanist ideologies informed both her work and her private life, she knew 
responding to Mr. Emile with, “Because racist White folks don’t think our kids are smart 
enough” would be career suicide.  She tried to be more diplomatic. 
“I’m not sure why your children’s previous teachers did not tell you about these opportunities.  
They have been available to city schools for years.  I am actually sorry that they did not say 
anything.  But I would like for us to try, now.  With Phillip.” 
The couple nodded slowly, contemplative.  They seemed to have warmed to their son’s teacher a 
bit.  Rochelle thought that perhaps they appreciated her efforts. 
“Finally, I’d like Phillip to take the test for the 3-2 program at PS 43.  The 3-2 program in where 
Phillip would complete a condensed middle school program.  Students do three years of middle 
school in only two years.” 
Mr. Emile leaned his head to the side a bit, as if questioning the idea.  Mrs. Emile, too, looked 
unsure.   
“Well, that sounds good, but wouldn’t that mean he’d be young going into high school?” she 
asked. 
Rochelle blinked, caught off guard by the question.  “W-well, yes.  But the advantages would 
outweigh the age difference.” 
“What would be the advantages?” Mr. Emile asked politely.   
Rochelle paused.  She thought the opportunity was so clearly beneficial, she hadn’t considered 
the reasons why it would be.  “Well— I—I.”  She stopped, then started again.  “He will become 
known for having done so well in school.  And it would help him in college, being part of this 
program.” 
Mr. Emile nodded slowly, acknowledging her reasoning.  “He’s already one of the smallest boys 
in his grade.  What would happen to him in four years, when he’s around even older students in 
the same grade?”  Before Rochelle had the chance to answer, he leaned his head back.  “Phillip!” 
his voice boomed. 
Immediately, the boy appeared from the bedroom.  Jero quickly waved toward his son.  “You 
met his older brother, Vin.  He’s just two years older.  And you must have seen his younger 
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brother, Andy. He’s three years younger.”  Rochelle had to concede Mr. Emile’s point: Vin was 
quite taller than his younger brother, and Andy was almost Phillip’s height.   
“I understand your concern, Mr. Emile.  But I’m still convinced that this level of work is what’s 
most appropriate for Phillip’s intelligence level.  And there will always be someone bigger than 
us, stronger than us, faster than us.  We should take advantages of our gifts and hone them while 
we can.” 
Mr. Emile did not look completely convinced, but he appreciated the response.  At that moment, 
Mrs. Emile spoke up. 
“PS 43?” she asked. 
“Yes, ma’am.” 
“I don’t remember a PS 43 being around here.” 
“Well, it isn’t.  It’s in the Bronx.” 
Both Mr. and Mrs. Emile started again.  They didn’t look at each other that time; they both just 
stared at Rochelle in disbelief.  Rochelle didn’t know what to say: she couldn’t make the school 
closer, and she couldn’t make such educational opportunities appear in Harlem like they should.  
Like her students deserved.  She felt torn: she knew that she was asking this family for quite the 
sacrifice, sending their small son so far away every day for school.  But she also knew these were 
the obstacles that Negroes had to surmount in order to educate themselves in this country.  These 
seemed to be the obstacles that Negroes everywhere had to surmount to educate themselves.  It 
wasn’t fair, but there it was.   
Silence hung in the room.  Mrs. Emile bit her lip and stared absently down the hall, deep in 
thought.  Mr. Emile stared out the window.  Rochelle followed his eyes and noticed the view of a 
brick wall across an alley.  Everyone jumped when Mr. Emile spoke. 
“Do you want to go to this new school?” he asked Phillip. 
The boy had been so silent and Rochelle so focused on persuading his parents, she had forgotten 
her favorite student was in the room.  He seemed fine with having the adults talk around him, 
and now it was Phillip’s turn to jump when his father called his name. 
Phillip began to stammer like his teacher, “I—I think so.” 
Mr. Emile nodded at his son’s response.  He looked back at Rochelle.  “Will this school help my 
son become an engineer?” 
Both Phillip and his mother looked at Mr. Emile in surprise.  Clearly, this was the first either of 
them heard of Mr. Emile’s ambitions for his son.  Phillip quickly moved his eyes toward his 
teacher’s direction.  They were panicked and pleading.   Rochelle didn’t know exactly what 
Phillip wanted to do in life, but she assumed that he did not want to be an engineer.  Rochelle 
was as aware of Phillip’s artistic talent as she was his academic prowess: the school posters 
Phillip created at the behest of teachers that knew him since his kindergarten years rivaled any 
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professional work she had seen.  While he was certainly capable of being an engineer, she didn’t 
want to seal his proverbial fate in this conversation.  At the same time, she wanted Phillip’s 
parents to understand the benefit of this opportunity. 
“The school would certainly help him become an engineer, if that’s what he wanted to do.  It 
could help him become anything he wanted.”  The answer seemed to satisfy both father and son, 
and Mr. Emile turned to his wife.  “Mina?” 
Mrs. Emile was silent.  She did not reveal it in her face, but she was angry… with herself.  
Whether or not she would ever agree to send her son all the way to the Bronx, she was pleased 
that he got this opportunity.  But why hadn’t anyone told her about this when Roberta was 
coming up?  Or Larry?  Not even Vincent?  She was angry at her own ignorance of how the city 
schools worked.  It was like someone was hiding something from her.  If the teachers and 
counselors didn’t tell her about these chances for her children to excel, how was she supposed to 
find out what was available for them?  What could Roberta have been had she been a certified 
genius?  And Larry would have loved to skip a grade or two in school.  She was glad to learn 
about these things now, but why not back then?  Mina felt like she failed her older children.  She 
did not want to fail Phillip now that this opportunity came knocking at their door, literally.   
Still, the Bronx?   
“Do we have to decide today?” the woman asked. 
Rochelle felt a glimmer of hope.  “Oh, no.  Of course not.  Please talk this over more.” 
Mr. Emile stepped toward Rochelle, “Well, we appreciate your coming all the way here to talk 
about this.” 
Rochelle scrambled into a standing position at this cue and picked up her bag.  Mrs. Emile stood 
and also took a step toward the young teacher.  Phillip stayed where he was.  He waved shyly at 
his teacher, then escaped back into the bedroom.  Rochelle noticed that the voices behind the 
door lowered, and she assumed that Phillip was recounting everything that just happened to a 
very rapt audience.  She smiled as she turned to walk back down the hallway.   She absently 
engaged in the Emiles’ small talk about the weather as they approached the door.  They said their 
goodbyes, and Rochelle found herself standing back on the dimly lit landing, the door clicking 
shut behind her.  The neighbor’s door directly across the hall remained shut, and the flicker of 
the dim fluorescent light above indicated that she’d better be on her way.  Rochelle recalled the 
scene in that spot just an hour before.  The children, tumbling and talking and giggling. The 
neighbor, inviting and investigating.  Looking out for her neighbors.  Now, the landing was 
silent, with all the vibrancy of the building’s inhabitants behind closed doors.   Everyone was 
there.  No one was there. 
Rochelle remembered her last hunt when she was back in Oconee County.  She was fifteen, and 
she had been sent out to get a deer.  Rochelle stumbled upon a clearing.  It was slightly overcast 
that day, and it had just begun to drizzle.  Rochelle could smell the rain and expected it to come 
down harder, but, just when the downpour should have begun, the sun broke through the clouds.  
Surrounded by the pines, Rochelle looked up to see the rays catch the tiny drops as they almost 
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floated to the earth.  Clover cushioned the floor of the clearing, and Rochelle could hear the birds 
in the trees.  Besides her father, Rochelle was the only human around for miles, and she felt like 
she could never be lonely, not as long as the woods were with her.  
On that landing over a decade later, Rochelle suddenly felt very lonely.  Even though she was 
surrounded by people on all sides, all she could see were closed doors – the only types of doors 
that ever seemed to present themselves to Negroes.  There they all were, behind their closed 
doors, each in their own struggle to get at least one door in their lives to open for them – whether 
health or employment or education.  It didn’t matter: they were all kicking, clawing, fighting 
those closed doors.  Sometimes, they had to push their children to do some of the fighting for 
them, like Rochelle was asking the Emiles to do.  She wished she didn’t have to, and it wasn’t 
fair.  But there it was. 
As she descended onto the street, Rochelle found herself wishing that she could talk to her father 
about the unfairness of things.  She looked to the left, then to the right, trying to decide the 
easiest way to get home.  She didn’t know, even after years in the City.  Try as she might, she 
could never quite seem to get her bearings there.  She wished she could talk to him about that, 
too.  She wished she could tell him how much she missed him. 
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February, 2000 
“… and the, and the [pause] and [pause] last year, the end [pause] was, for me [pause] with her, was the 
same as the beginning, because I’ve never known her any other way.” 
Lena opened her eyes to murmuring in the room.  She shifted in her chair toward Mina’s bed.  
Wanda Banks, Mina’s hospice nurse, was there with a new orderly, a White woman.  The two 
must have removed Mina’s clothes because she was completely naked.  From either side, they 
gingerly wiped the small woman’s body with a sponge.  Lena watched the two women in silence, 
glancing quickly to see if Bertie was awake.  The glare on her older sister’s glasses blocked 
Lena’s view of her eyes, so she snuggled into the blanket Ms. Banks had given her a few hours 
earlier and went back to watching the two employees.  
The White orderly stretched Mina’s arm to clean it, and Lena thought of everything that one arm 
meant to her.  In her mind, she was a little girl again, grasping Mina’s hand as they meandered 
past the stalls at La Marketa. She and Victoria used to play a game of hide-and-seek, where Mina 
was both home base and the object they could hide behind.  The girls, never letting go of their 
mother’s arms, would reach around Mina to tag and hide from each other until Mina, finally 
frustrated from being jerked along the walkway, always put an end to the game. 
From her side of Mina’s bed, Ms. Banks wiped the woman’s left hand.  Mina’s delicate hand 
ended in nailbeds that curved ever so slightly, and Lena recalled the time that her mother stained 
them blue for her.  Lena had been part of a dance team that required royal blue blouses, and 
Mina had neither the time nor the money to locate and purchase a blouse that exactly matched 
the swatch of cloth the dance team leader had given the dancers.  The team members needed the 
blouse the next day. At the end of the next school day, Lena was surprised to see her mother 
standing by the school steps, royal blue blouse in her now royal blue hands. “I forgot to put on 
gloves,” Mina said to her youngest child and handed over the blouse.  Lena’s shirt matched the 
swatch exactly; none of her teammates’ blouses came close. 
The orderly and Ms. Banks stretched out Mina’s legs and rubbed them with the tepid water.  
Lena thought of all ways those legs had carried her mother through the years. There was the time 
those legs walked Mina to the school to confront the teacher and principal, after the teacher 
called Lena’s high school and career aspirations “stupid” in front of the class. There were the 
times the legs took a fighting stance, ready to square off with Jero again about the rent money 
and his long nights on the town. Victoria and Lena, the only children left in the house then, 
would have to break them up.  There were the days that Mina would happen to come into the 
living room while Jero and Andy were dancing to the latest song on the radio, and she’d get 
swept up in Jero’s big arms and twirled around the room.  The children and their parents danced 
and danced those times, and Mina would laugh and laugh.  She’d cross her legs at the ankles or 
knees when entertaining visitors.  And whenever Lena saw those legs carry her mother’s straight 
back and lifted chin down 116th Street, she thought her mother the very definition of beauty and 
grace.  
And when Jero died, those legs buckled under Mina. It was a year before they remembered how 
to carry her again.   
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Ms. Banks suddenly began speaking. “See, I’m getting her ready for when her family comes to 
visit,” the woman said.  “I got my special lotion.  I’m putting my lotion on her.” The nurse and 
the orderly had finished the sponge bath, and now the White woman stood still while Ms. Banks 
caressed Mina’s feet first, then moved up her legs.  That’s when Lena noticed her mother’s body: 
it was firm.  Much firmer than a body of an eighty-eight year old woman should have been.  
Firmer than her own, Lena noticed.  She sat up a little, confused.  The employees hadn’t noticed. 
“You smell that?  You smell it?  I’m trying to teach you something.  Getting her ready for when 
her family comes.” Lena couldn’t smell anything, but she didn’t interrupt the women to say so.  
And Ms. Banks must have been confused: most of Mina’s children had been in and out of the 
room so often that day, they moved their mother to a bigger room just to accommodate the 
number of visitors.  They hadn’t told Ms. Banks more people were coming.   
The orderly moved toward Mina with a gown.  “Is that a clean gown?” Lena asked from the 
chair.  Both the orderly and Ms. Banks jumped; they hadn’t realized Lena was awake. 
“It’s clean,” Ms. Banks said, patiently.  “Okay,” Lena said, relaxing into her chair again.  Ms. 
Banks was nice, but people cut corners if you let them.  And no one was going to cut corners at 
her mother’s expense.  Not if Lena had anything to say about it. 
The employees left the room, nodding politely at Lena as they grasped their small bins and 
containers.  Lena nodded back, then stood and went over to her mother.  She reached out to rub 
Mina’s right earlobe, something that she had done for as long as she could remember.  But her 
mother’s earlobe wasn’t there.  She looked at her mother’s ear, which appeared to be folded back 
so that the entire outer rim of Mina’s ear had virtually disappeared.  Lena stood up straight. 
“Bertie?”  Lena said.  “I don’t remember Mom’s ears looking like that.”   
Bertie didn’t come to her sister’s side.  Instead, she got up and went into the bathroom.  The door 
clicked shut behind her. 
Lena stood for a moment, as confused by her sister’s actions as she was by her mother’s missing 
earlobe.  Lena leaned over to her mother’s left ear and saw that it, too, was folded back.  Lena 
knew that the nurse and orderly hadn’t done this, but she didn’t understand the change. 
She stood again and looked down at her mother.  Mina had been unresponsive to outside stimuli 
for nearly three days now, not responding to anyone else’s voice but Lena’s (she smiled when 
her youngest daughter told her the funeral arrangements had been made) and only opening her 
eyes into little slits, if at all.  She had stopped eating and drinking. At the beginning of her time 
in hospice care, Mina would not let go of anything that came into her hand – she had grasped so 
tightly to Sonny’s had, it was as if she was actually conscious.  Now, Mina’s whole body was 
relaxed: her hand remained limp when anyone held it, and the hospital staff shifted and moved 
her body with ease.  Mina Emile was breathing, she was existing, and nothing more.   
But that was everything.   
Lena remembered her mother – dancing and laughing, cooking and talking.  She remembered her 
happy and sad.  She remembered her screaming.  She remembered her chuckling quietly to 
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herself.  She remembered her, tumbler of liquor in hand, talking about the day.  She remembered 
her raking through Lena’s hair with the comb as her youngest daughter winced but stayed silent.  
She remembered her hollering when she saw a rat, and smiling at Ms. Tillman across the hall.  
She remembered her pulling a cake from the oven, and hovering over Lena as the child read from 
her primer.  She remembered her mother dressing for parties, dabbing fragrant powder on her 
neck and adjusting her stockings.  She remembered her mother in one of her father’s old shirts 
(which was what she normally wore around the house), legs folded on the couch, reading.  She 
remembered her smiling with pride at the announcement of each engagement, each birth.  She 
remembered, and she was overwhelmed with a wave of love for the woman lying before her.  
She was amazed by her and proud of her.   
And she felt something else.  At first, Lena couldn’t identify the hint of the feeling, so she 
remained still for a moment and let the feeling come to her in its fullness.  Then Lena knew: 
though her mother was right in front of her, Lena already missed Mina. She would miss her 
mother forever. 
Lena knew that it was time.   
She leaned forward to Mina’s folded-back ear.  She whispered, “I’m gonna be okay.”  Her 
mother’s eyes, which had been opened to thin slits, now closed completely.  “Go home,” Lena 
whispered.   
And Mina Emile died. 
At that moment, Bertie emerged from the bathroom.  Lena turned to her.  “She’s gone,” she said. 
Bertie look struck.  She nodded for a moment and stood there, silent. She turned to the console 
on the wall, pressing the buzzer for the nurse.  Then Bertie walked over to the bed, and together 
the sisters began the work of saying goodbye to the most important woman in their lives, a 
woman who was already gone.  
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June, 1912 
“She never was like, ‘I’m not sure where I am.’  Every step said, ‘I’m here.’  [laugh] ‘I’m here 
and I’m not common.’” 
 
Lillian smiled as the tiny hand grasped her finger.  She looked her new baby in the eyes.  The 
baby looked back. 
“That’s not right,” she whispered to her baby girl. “You’re too little to be doing this, looking 
right back at me.”  The baby squirmed a little in response, opened her mouth, then closed it. 
Lillian giggled softly.  “Are you trying to talk back to me?  What do you have to say?” 
The baby shifted again and cooed.  “What do you have to say, Willemina?”  The tiny girl slowly 
closed her eyes. “Being born is hard work,” Lillian said.  “You get some rest now.” 
Lillian looked around the room.  It was sparse – just a wardrobe and a bed.  They were her only 
possessions in the world.  Not much of a dowry when she married Samuel, but better than 
nothing.  Jeanne loved to hide in the wardrobe and was inconsolable when she was barred from 
it.  She was at the Fries’ home for a few days, in order to let Lillian settle in with the new baby. 
Lillian thought about everything that she didn’t have before she married Sam Tillman.  A poor 
girl from the country, she didn’t even have a proper dress when she graduated as the 
valedictorian.  She had to suffer the humiliation of borrowing one from the teacher.   
Marrying a Tillman took care of that – whatever her husband couldn’t provide for her himself, 
his name could.  And Sam was kind to her.  She liked that. 
Lillian looked down at her new baby, who was now breathing the even breaths of sleep.  Even 
asleep, this baby didn’t miss a thing: she was still holding on to Lillian’s finger.  She wouldn’t let 
go. 
Lillian smiled and felt awash with love.   
“You’re special, little Willemina.  You’re special, and I can feel it.”  She kissed the baby’s 
forehead.   
Lillian thought of daily eating rice and beans with the occasional side of greasy meat as a child.  
She thought of her parents, a White woman alongside her Black husband, wrestling with the 
earth for survival, avoiding town and the potential racists in it.  She thought of one of her 
brothers, who, upon realizing the opportunities his fair skin afforded him, disappeared into the 
White world and was never heard from again.  She thought of how lonely, how hard life could 
be.  How unfair.  Little Willemina would never experience that kind of life.  Not if Lillian could 
help it.  She leaned forward and whispered into the tiny ear. 
“You will have better than me.  You will be better than me.  I promise.” 
 
  
211 
 
Chapter 5 
 
“SOME ALLOWED THEMSELVES TO DREAM THAT THE DEFEATED MIGHT RISE 
AND THE WORLD BE TRANSFORMED”261: 
DISCUSSION 
 
Oral History and Kinship Work: The Problems 
While the researcher’s prioritizing research within his/her kinship network is an 
important part of decolonizing research, researchers doing this work are just as likely to 
encounter difficulties as are any of their colleagues.  The difficulties, however, may prove quite 
different than research involving acquaintances or participants previously unknown to the 
researcher.  While the following discussion is not an exhaustive list of the possible pitfalls of 
doing kin-focused research, I want to note the difficulties that I encountered. 
Transcribing 
As noted above, the majority of the interviews – eight out of nine – were transcribed by 
transcriptionists, who then sent the transcriptions for me to review.  Neither of the 
transcriptionists knew my family members personally, nor were they familiar with their way of 
speaking.  While each of my participants had particular phrases that they repeatedly used (such 
as “You know?” “Right?” or “Okay?”), the mixture of their Black Georgetonian and New York 
dialects led to some errors in the transcriptionists’ work.  In the majority of instances, I corrected 
words that the transcriptionists misheard or did not understand.  However, there were also 
instances when I made corrections based on what I knew my family member meant, though the 
transcriptionist may have recorded the word correctly.  For example, when a participant’s 
pronunciation of “come” and “came” sounded identical, I would correct the transcriptionist’s 
work to reflect the Standard English form of the verb that was required for a particular sentence.  
                                                          
261 Hartman, Lose Your Mother, 67. 
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If the transcriptionist wrote, “He come down right after me,” where the participant could have 
been pronouncing either “come” or “came,” I would correct the verb based on the form most 
applicable to the meaning of the sentence in alignment with Standard English.  While 
transcriptionists and researchers often make editorial decisions about their transcripts,262 I knew 
that these corrections were different: I cared about the way my family was represented to the 
reading public, and though I understood verb tense ambiguity as one part of my family’s regional 
dialects, I did not want that ambiguity to be read as their lack of intelligence, as I knew happened 
to Black people of various non-standard linguistic patterns.  I was aware that such editorial 
decisions were not objective, and that I made these choices to specifically ensure a particular 
type of representation for my participants. 
When I shared this information with my doctoral committee, they challenged me on this 
point, and rightfully so: not only was I admittedly skewing my data, but was not letting my 
participants use their own words to tell their story, which was in direct opposition to my 
aforementioned priorities of participant ownership over his/her own words and kin/community 
representation in my work.  Though some committee members understood my concern, I was 
encouraged to explore both the reasons behind my actions and the literature on Black English.  
As I did, I learned that the type of dialect that my family members spoke, though different from 
Black English dialects that I have heard elsewhere, still conforms to the same rules as other 
dialects.  In addition to this, learning more about the structure and etymology of Black English 
                                                          
262 It is important to note here that what I call general editorial decisions – as opposed to my kin-centered 
ones – are in themselves no easy task.  Portelli contends that while change is “the norm in speech… regularity is the 
norm in writing… and the presumed norm of reading.” Thus, transcribing the recorded interview is always an act of 
interpretation, as there are no “fixed interpretive rules” to govern what one pause in speech means compared to 
another (evasion or tact? emphasis or drama?) or what a quickened pace reveals (a clear memory or an imagined 
one? anger or sadness?).  Transcribing itself, then, is “not a question of philological purity” and is as much a project 
of conveying the meaning of oral clues that do not translate into the “single segment” as it is writing the spoken 
word.  Portelli, “What Makes Oral History Different,” 34-35.   
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reinforced the importance of making sure that the words of my family members, speakers of this 
language, are presented without my additional interference.  At the time of this writing, I am in 
the process of removing my attempts to edit my family’s Black English dialect out of the 
transcriptions. 
In relation to this topic, I want to note that I am not a fluent speaker of Black English.  
While I can understand the linguistic form, I did not think that incorporation of Black English 
would be authentic, as there are nuances and idioms in the language – particularly the coastal 
South Carolinian and New York dialects – that I do not know.  Because of that lack of 
knowledge, I could not sometimes imagine how my characters would speak if they used Black 
English rather than Standard English.  My inability to imagine that speech, to hear it in my mind, 
caused me to defer generally to Standard English use throughout the novella, including in 
character dialogue.263        
Participant Review 
In a similar vein, my concern about how family members were presented to the academic 
community influenced my decision to ask my participants to review both their individual 
interview transcript and the novella as it was being written.  Appendices E and F feature a 
research journal entry and email, respectively, based on the participant review process.  The 
journal entry featured my thoughts about one of my participants’ concerns regarding the way he 
described himself in his interview: he was worried that his siblings would feel belittled by his 
discussion.  The email was from another participant who was unhappy with an early draft of the 
novella due to the way it represented her mother and grandmother.  In both instances, I was 
                                                          
263 Other Black fiction writers have incorporated Black English – or not – in their works, and have 
discussed that incorporation or lack thereof extensively.  See Nunes, African American Women, 34-35; Rickford and 
Rickford, Spoken Soul, 13-38. 
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prepared to alter my work based on their critique, though that later proved unnecessary: my uncle 
eventually expressed his satisfaction with his transcript in its original form, and my aunt did not 
ask for any changes to be made to the early draft of the fiction.  While I did not have to alter my 
data or results based on participant input, the fact that I was willing to do so could have affected 
the results of this study in ways that studies with low or no participant involvement would not 
have been.  While I do not believe such changes would have affected the value of this study, 
there are some in the academy who would disagree. Thus, the effects of kinship/community 
involvement in research, and questions of ownership in kin-focused research, may be important 
subjects for future exploration. 
Emotional Toll 
Kinship research will invariably involve the researcher – his history, his childhood, his 
past.  While other work may allow the researcher to ignore questions of self, kinship work brings 
these questions to the fore.  I wrote quite loftily about the importance of researcher self-
examination through kinship work in my prospectus; the work itself, however, was much more 
emotionally taxing than I expected.   
 
When I was around eleven years old, my mother moved my brother and me from 
Delaware to Florida, where I spent the rest of my childhood. With only occasional visits to my 
uncle Perry Limes (who lived in the Tampa area) and the new physical distance from my 
extended family that lived in Delaware, Virginia, New York and New Jersey, I grew up rarely 
communicating with my mother’s siblings and my cousins.  This lack of rapport continued into 
my adulthood, punctuated by a few family reunions where I promised my cousins and elders that 
I would stay in touch.  This study allowed me to converse with relatives with whom I had not 
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spoken in years.  The fact that our initial discussion after such a long silence involved sharing 
both their fondest and saddest memories encouraged me to continue communicating with them 
long after the interview was over.  A pleasant surprise from this study, then, was a new 
connection with my family members that allowed me to casually communicate with them in 
ways that I did not feel comfortable doing before.   
A drawback that I did not foresee, however, was my aunts’ and uncles’ reminding me of 
some negative experiences in my own childhood – experiences that I could not remember, and, 
perhaps, had intentionally forgotten.  Being reminded of abuse that my brother and I experienced 
over breakfast conversation was jarring, and it put a halt to my research for two weeks.  I had not 
expected for anything like that to happen at the study’s outset.  I was so determined to ‘find who 
I am’ by exploring my relatives’ past, I had not considered that I would learn about my own past 
in the process, even its darker moments.  Grappling with that past and my own history was 
difficult. One way I was able to push forward and continue this work was by writing about it; the 
resulting narrative is Appendix G.     
While there is no way to predict the emotional toll that may occur due to kinship 
research, its potential does not negate the work’s importance.  Though upsetting, the things I 
learned about my own life were as much part of this work, as much reflective of my family’s 
past, as any of the other stories that made my uncles’ voices crack, my aunts’ eyes fill with tears, 
and my mother openly cry over the phone.  The past can do many things, including hurt us in the 
present.  My role as a researcher does not make me immune from that hurt.  As Indigenist 
researchers work to blur the lines between our work and the communities and kinship networks 
of which we are a part, it would benefit us to investigate the emotional and mental effects of 
doing this type of research as well.   
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The Fiction: On Selectivity, Creative License 
I came into this project with very specific ideas, namely that what we know and what we 
understand about our world is based on a Western ontology that undergirds and informs the 
settler colonial society in which we live, and that this society is predicated upon Indigenous 
genocide and Black slaveability.  While I still believe that these things are true, they were not as 
self-evident in the oral history data as I expected them to be: though I was not very surprised that 
none of my participants spoke about indigeneity or Indigenous erasure, I was surprised that only 
two of the nine discussed anti-Black racism in connection with specific life experience.  Further, 
both of those experiences ended in triumph: both narrators refused to participate further in the 
experience once they understood what was happening to them, removed themselves from the 
situation, and did not indicate any regret or harm that came to them from the refusal and self-
removal.  Both of these experiences also happened in their youth, which indicated agency at a 
young age. 
While heartening and interesting, these stories challenged the expectations I had placed 
upon them.  For example, in the “Expectations” section of this dissertation, I noted that I   
expect that this exploration will trouble various conventional narratives: those of 
success and failure in the settler colonial context, those of schooling as a tool for 
social advancement and uplift, those of Black progress in an environment that 
requires Black slaveability. 
While I relayed that some of my participants’ stories had quite evident themes – in that they 
provided a particular story as an example of a theme, for example, or that they told a story with a 
moral attached to it – themes for other stories were not quite so obvious.  It soon became 
apparent that what I understood as a story of success in the settler colonial context could be 
understood as a story of failure to another historian or my participants, and vice versa.  For 
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example, where I may have understood a participant’s decision to forgo schooling as a form of 
resistance, that same participant indicated it was a failure.  And though I understood schooling as 
a tool for anything, that it could be picked up and put down at will, that was not how my relatives 
saw it.  School could represent many things – boredom or advancement, success or failure, 
camaraderie or alienation.  But it was, above all, a place.  And it was a given. 
These differences between what my participants and I took for granted made one thing 
clear: my participants and I heard different things from the stories of their lives.  While I was 
listening for broader themes and, more specifically, themes as they related to learning and 
survival settler colonialism, my aunts, uncles, and mothers heard something different – their 
memories of regret and triumphs, hopes and fears.  While nearly all the participants opened their 
interviews by expressing concern about whether they had anything important to say at all, and 
while each of them expressed appreciation for the chance to relive old memories at the close of 
their interviews, none consistently connected those memories to broader themes of anti-Black 
racism extending outside of their immediate familial experience.  No one explicitly connected 
racism to impoverishment in their narration, though I was sure they were aware the two were 
related.  As with the idea of schools, it soon became apparent to me that impoverishment and 
racism were givens in their lives, not wholly unrelated to the quotidian happenings, but not at 
their forefront, either. 
These and other themes were what I was expecting to clearly emerge from the fictional 
account, because they were what I heard in the oral history accounts.  When I heard themes of 
anti-black racism and impoverishment in the interviews, I immediately thought of Black 
slaveability.  But I was alone in those thoughts.  It should be said that I predicted this earlier:  
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[W]hile I did not expect my participants to say that they were consciously trying 
to trouble the narratives to which our society has become accustomed, I did 
expect that, as people that I have long heard speak fondly of conditions and places 
that mainstream culture teaches are abhorrent, my relatives’ oral histories would 
indeed trouble these narratives. 
Their histories did, indeed, trouble these narratives.  But what does it mean to trouble a 
narrative without trying to?  If I used fiction to show that my participants’ words told us 
something that they were not necessarily trying to say, how is that any different from the oral 
historian that interprets a narrator’s words for an academic audience?264  I did not want to speak 
for my grandmother’s children.  I did not want to put my words and ideas in their mouths.  At the 
same time, I saw things in their memories that spoke to me, that reminded me of books that 
affirmed what I knew about Blackness and humanity in the settler-colonial context.  I needed to 
write about those reminders and affirmations, too. 
To address both of these concerns, I wrote the novella with the knowledge that the 
incorporation of fiction gave me leave to explore the unknown and unprovable aspects of the oral 
history accounts, but not to create a fictional historical world that primarily aligned with my 
interpretation of it. While my relatives did discuss the Black and Latino ghetto in which they 
grew up in generally positive terms, it was not Sesame Street.  While resistance to White 
ontology occurred, so did complicity with it, and often to damaging ends.  Sometimes, my family 
                                                          
264 I feared a repeat of what Katherine Borland experienced. She quoted her grandmother Beatrice’s 
reaction to Borland’s analysis of their oral history interview: “So your interpretation of the story as a female struggle 
for autonomy within a hostile male environment is entirely YOUR interpretation.  You’re read into the story what 
you wished to –what pleases YOU.”   
Borland, “‘That’s  Not What I Said’:  Interpretive Conflict in Oral Narrative Research,” in Women's Words: 
The Feminist Practice of Oral History, ed. Sherna Berger Gluck and Daphne Patai (New York: Routledge, 1991); 
author’s emphasis. 
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members enforced the classist and anti-Black status quo themselves, despite their own 
experiences with impoverishment and racism.  My creative license did not extend to fashioning 
these things into something that they were not; fictionalizing did not equate to making certain 
aspects of my family’s past less ugly than they were.  Rather, I used the oral history and 
fictionalized accounts to most closely approximate what I understood as either the main idea of 
the participant story or a primary event.  While there were undoubtedly aspects of my 
participants’ narrations that did not catch my attention as they would other researchers’, and 
while I selected specific stories from those narrations over others, the selection of stories that I 
chose as the basis for the novella were the ones that I thought most clearly indicated how 
Samenia Limes learned and taught about the world around her, particularly as that learning and 
teaching applied to her own children. 
To address the need to write about what my relatives’ stories said to me, the following 
section features a discussion of the novella: while averse to discussing my participants’ stories as 
if I were interpreting or analyzing them in order to make them acceptable to an academic 
audience, I believe that discussing these stories as reminders or affirmations to the Black-
Indigenist paradigm is important for the academic project.  The following section, then, 
addresses the ways that I saw the settler colonial context emerge in the participants’ stories and, 
in a more consolidated form, the novella. In the previous chapter, I noted that I wanted to tell the 
story “of myself as a negation on this land by virtue of my Blackness,” and that “indicts me as a 
settler on this land by virtue of my non-indigeneity.”  The novella, indeed, did both, but not in 
the ways that I expected. 
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The Fiction: Reminders and Affirmations 
On Food and Work: The Ice and the Wave: April, 1938; November, 1946 
Hawks: December, 1947 
The New World: October, 1957 
A large portion of these vignettes are based on the narration of James Limes,265 my 
grandmother’s oldest son.  Sadie Limes Green’s narration provided additional information 
regarding where James Jero Limes would go when he did work out of town.  Verna Limes 
Heard’s, Sadie’s and James’ testimony that Samenia Limes had been a teacher before the birth of 
her third child was integral to this section as well.   
An important theme in these details was the contrasting economic status between 
Samenia’s birth family and the family that she was creating with Jero, and the sacrifices the 
couple had to make because of their status.  James and Ronald Limes attested to the abundance 
of food in their grandmother’s house when they were children, though there was an 
approximately twenty-year difference between the two men’s time in their grandmother’s home.  
This theme of economic status highlights another one: acceptability in the face of survival.  The 
older participants described both parents’ leaving Georgetown and their families behind for a 
week at a time in order to work: before the birth of Ervin Limes, Samenia worked as a teacher in 
a one-room school house in rural South Carolina; and James and Sadie recall Jero’s leaving for a 
                                                          
265 Due to the frequent repetition of the participants’ and other family members’ names, in this section 
participants will be mentioned first by first and last name, then solely by first name. James Jero Limes, the 
participants’ father, will be referred to as “Jero.”  James Limes – James Jero and Samenia Limes’ oldest son – will 
be referred to as “James.” “The older siblings” or “the older participants” will refer to the participants born before 
1943: James Limes, Sadie Limes Green and Verna Limes Heard.  “The younger siblings” or “the younger 
participants” refers to the participants born afterward: Ronald Limes, Perry Limes, Terrell Robertson, Theodore 
Limes, Veronica Limes and Sonia Kelly. Ervin Limes, who was born before 1943, is deceased, and may be included 
in a discussion of “the older siblings,” though not “the older participants.” 
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week at a time to work as a presser in another nearby town.  Also, multiple siblings reported that 
Jero left for New York an entire year before Samenia and their children did.   
The participants’ description of their parents’ leaving for work – with no indication in 
their narrations that they were saddened or otherwise affected by their leaving – may be due to a 
number of factors: perhaps the participants’ extreme youth at the time of their parents’ 
departures, and thus an establishment of its normalcy; or maybe the extensive familial network 
of grandparents, aunts, uncles and siblings that remained in Georgetown when their parents were 
gone.  However, the fact that the participants did not indicate that they questioned such a 
separation, either in their youth or their adulthood, indicated the acceptability of doing what one 
perhaps did not want to do in order to provide for one’s family, even taking action that is 
considered demeaning, such as requesting public assistance.  As their niece and daughter that is 
so focused on settler colonialism and Blackness, I could see that my family members were taking 
certain concepts for granted that I did not: though not necessarily desirable, it was acceptable to 
them to leave one’s home in order to feed oneself and one’s family; it was normal to have to 
choose between family and survival; a family’s housing and sustenance can be threatened in 
direct proportion to one’s willingness and ability to engage in the country’s economic market.  It 
seemed that, for them, that was just the way it was.  
While these occurrences may have seemed acceptable to my participants, they were not 
acceptable to me.  It was illogical that while the settler colonial socio-economic structure made it 
normal for a Black family to be unsure of their next meal, they were still expected to engage in 
the lowest possible rungs of an economic market created to privilege Whites.  It does not make 
sense that a son could never truly know his father because his father needed state currency to 
assure his and his family’s survival.  It was wholly irrational that a family had to take desperate 
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measures just to continue living.  I am reminded here of Clyde Woods’ discussion of the 
antebellum Blacks in the Mississippi Delta.  After most Blacks were barred from owning land or 
even renting lands that would have supported some level of self-determination and sustenance, 
families were placed in the position of being forced to appropriate livestock and 
crops or starve.  This led to a massive expansion in punishment; neither starvation 
nor homelessness were crimes, but those attempting to feed their families were 
placed in peonage.266 
I tried to carry these conflicts into Rochelle Crisp’s story as well.  Primarily fictional, 
Rochelle and her father’s story represents the fleeting nature of Black self-determination within a 
wider settler colonial context.  While a glitch in paperwork provided Rochelle’s family a 
measure of independence and rendered them temporarily invisible to White society, those 
protections did not last long: the space on which she lived and even her father eventually 
succumbed to White control. All these aforementioned circumstances, both real and fictional, 
were indicative of a social structure that bent the ideas of normalcy and permissibility to fit its 
needs.  That which was acceptable was only due to a Western ontology that understood the 
human as homo-economicus… and that a Black can never truly be human. The Black family, 
then, found itself in a double-bind: they were never truly integrated into the economic system 
that controlled resources necessary for survival, but were unable to attain or maintain the 
resources to ensure their survival outside of that system.   
I tried to carry this idea further in moments of Mina’s and Sonny’s acclimation, or lack 
thereof, to New York.  Representing James’ stories of his own difficulty adjusting to his new 
city, and all siblings’ testimonies of their mother’s frequently remaining in bed while her older 
                                                          
266 Woods, Development Arrested, 71. 
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daughters prepared the children for school,267 I wanted to emphasize the strangeness of this new 
place to people used to temperate climates and, in James’ case, warmer people.  As it seemed 
unnatural to me that a family should have to split itself for days at a time in order to secure food 
and housing, it seemed stranger to me that a family would have to permanently sever itself from 
the only home it had known in order to secure physical safety, education and employment 
opportunities in another part of the world.  This, too, is a function of a worldview that 
understands the human as homo-economicus – a being that should be primarily concerned with 
the economic market – and that attaches human survival to that market, rather than to the land 
and surrounding environment in which a the human being finds him-/he-/themself.  Such a shift 
in priority and understandings of sustenance and survival is not harmless: while concerns of 
profit and commerce over human life have had catastrophic effects historically and have been 
discussed extensively above, there are the smaller effects as well – longing and loneliness, 
displacement and depression.   
 
On the Immigrant:  The Ice and the Wave: February, 1957 
Things That Burn: April 1964; November, 1947 
The New World: September, 1944; October, 1957 
Though the stories of these sections’ protagonists were fictional, each represented a 
person – sometimes, a notable stranger – from the participants’ narrations.  There were various 
themes I tried to explore with these protagonists.  First, though Georgetown’s port attracted 
international visitors, their numbers were miniscule compared to the size and the scope of New 
                                                          
267 Most attributed this to illness, though Sadie expressed doubts that their mother was actually ill.  
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York’s immigrant population.  The Limes’ tenure on 116th Street saw their block transform from 
a northern and southern American Black neighborhood with European immigrant communities – 
primarily Italian – living nearby, to representing the border between Black and Spanish Harlem, 
mostly comprised of Puerto Ricans.  When Verna attended Seward Park High School in the mid-
1950s, the school population was mostly Jewish, as was the surrounding community.  When 
Veronica Limes attended the same school in the late 1960s, the school population was mostly 
Chinese, as was the surrounding community by that time.  No participant seemed particularly 
awed by the variety of cultures and language they all encountered on a daily basis: for the older 
siblings, the diversity embodied the grandness of New York City; for the younger ones, it was 
everyday life.  These vignettes represented the myriad friends and strangers that the Limes 
family encountered in Harlem and New York in general, each with her own background and 
reasons for coming to the city that the Limeses would never know.  
Though it was out of the scope of this work to write a vignette to represent the potential 
background experience of multiple international immigrants, Isaac’s story represents the horrific 
circumstances that led some people to leave their homelands.  His story also very broadly 
symbolizes European immigrants’ ability to gain a level of economic stability that was not 
equally available to all immigrant groups in the city, particularly Black Americans.  
 While Annie, Rochelle, Doreen and Clairessa were United States citizens, they and 
millions of Blacks like them were immigrants as well: whether fleeing specific instances of 
White terrorism or the effects of institutional racism, an estimated six million Blacks left the 
southern United States for its western and northern regions from 1915 to 1970.268   What may 
                                                          
268 Isabel Wilkerson, The Warmth of Other Suns: The Epic Story of America’s Great Migration (New York: 
Vintage, 2010), 9.  About lynching, Wilkerson’s amazing work noted that “[a]cross the South, someone was hanged 
or burned alive every four days from 1889 to 1929.” Ibid., 39. 
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seem like simply a shift in zip codes today was an introduction to an entirely different world for 
the Black migrants: a new climate, new neighborhood, new way of speaking, new 
understandings of education, intelligence, work, and freedom, as well as new prejudice, new 
dangers, and new discrimination.  These migrants had to quickly learn and navigate it all in the 
same manner as any newcomer from abroad. Isabel Wilkerson expounds upon these similarities, 
which she recognized as the child of southern refugees in Chicago:  
I gravitated to the children of recent immigrants from Argentina, Nepal, Ecuador, 
El Salvador, with whom I had so much in common as the children of newcomers: 
the accents and folkways of overprotective parents suspicious of the libertine 
mores of the New World and our childish embarrassment at their nervous 
hovering; the exotic, out-of-step delicacies from the Old Country that our mothers 
lovingly prepared for our lunchboxes; the visits to my parents’ fellow 
“immigrant” friends – all just happening to be from the South and exchanging the 
latest about the people from back home; the gentle attempts at instilling Old 
World values from their homelands, my father going so far as to nudge me away 
from city boys and toward potential suitors whose parents he knew from back 
home….269 
The child-of-immigrants experience that Wilkerson so carefully details is not unlike what 
Samenia’s eldest children experienced in Harlem. Like the older children of many international 
immigrant families, Sadie and James testified that they did not have a childhood once they came 
to their new home; though just ten and twelve, respectively, at their arrival, both suddenly had to 
take on much of the responsibility of helping their mother and siblings manage their new 
                                                          
269 Ibid., 542. 
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environment without the extensive familial and community support they once had.  Verna 
described only going outside to play in the mornings before she took her afternoon bath, like 
they did back in the South; once they were clean, she and her siblings could not go back outside 
to play, though some of their neighborhood friends would be on the block until long after dark.  
Both Samenia and Jero seemed averse to many of the aspects of city life they saw around them.  
Their children noted that while Samenia saw little benefit in hanging out on the stoop like many 
of her neighbors or in her children’s playing along the busy street all times of the day, and Jero 
was quite particular about how he and his family presented themselves in the public. His girls 
were not to pop their gum; his wife’s stocking seams needed to be straight.  No woman’s or 
girl’s slip should ever show.  Once they were of drinking age, his boys were never to be ‘sloppy 
drunk’ in public, and Jero wore a dress shirt and slacks wherever he went, only forgoing his suit 
jacket on very hot days.  Though they saw different behavior in the great city around them, the 
couple tried to adhere to standards and practices reminiscent of the small coastal South Carolina 
town from which they came. 
This immigrant experience reflected itself in other ways as well, primarily in Samenia’s 
navigation of her children’s new schooling system.  While Samenia’s familiarity with schooling 
in Georgetown was exhibited in her academic prowess and her later ability to become a teacher, 
her experience with New York schools was quite different: her children testified that while 
Samenia was a presence in the younger children’s school lives, her ignorance about the resources 
available to New York school children, particularly the academically and/or artistically gifted, 
may have affected her children’s school performance.  Though the participants each listed 
multiple siblings that possessed academic or artistic skill, two dropped out of high school 
completely, and only three of Samenia’s children – Terrell Robertson, Veronica Limes and Sonia 
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Kelly – went straight from high school into college, from which they all later dropped out.  
While a few of the siblings went on the earn college credit and degrees in their adult lives, and 
while none of the participants blamed their mother for what they primarily understood as missed 
scholastic opportunities, I saw a connection between the children’s lack of post-secondary 
schooling and their mother’s lack of familiarity with the elementary and secondary school 
systems.   
A few additional facts make the connection even clearer.  Multiple participants agreed 
that Samenia was mathematically gifted (a few even calling her a “genius”) and that her own 
mother expected her to attend college.  Though Samenia, her older sister, and her brothers did 
not attend college, all four of Samenia’s younger sisters did.  In addition, these sisters went on to 
assist Samenia’s Georgetonian nieces’ acceptances into southern Black colleges – nieces that 
multiple participants affirmed were not as academically skilled as some of Samenia’s children.  
Verna testified that when Samenia confronted her sister about the lack of such support for her 
own children, the sister said she assumed that the resources in New York City should have easily 
afforded Samenia’s children the opportunity attend college.  I believe that Samenia’s not taking 
advantage of these resources was based on a lack of knowledge rather than a lack of will, as 
exemplified in the increased familiarity and usage of available academic resources for each 
successive child until, eventually, three of the final four were able to make it to the college level. 
The question of post-secondary education in the Limes’ household was reflective of their 
position as immigrants in New York City: while the older siblings were focused on working both 
in and out of the household for the betterment of the entire family, eschewing personal 
advancement in their areas of interest or skill, the younger ones, benefitting from the work of 
both their parents and older siblings, had more resources, a native’s knowledge of their home 
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city, and fewer familial obligations, so that working toward their individual goals was more 
feasible. 
 
On Women: The Ice and the Wave: June, 1931; April, 1938; November, 1947 
Hawks: September, 1953 
The New World: June, 1912; August 1948; February, 2000 
None of the female-identified participants discussed experiencing discrimination outside 
of the home solely because of their sex or gender identity; rather, their discussion of 
discrimination, when linked to sex, could have been linked to their race as well.270  In the same 
way, they did not discuss Samenia’s directly experiencing discrimination due to her sex or 
gender identity outside of her unfairly losing the title of valedictorian to a male – and even then 
the bias was not explicit.  In that instance, Verna testified that Samenia told the story of her 
mother’s losing the position of valedictorian to a male in her graduating class because “they” 
wanted him to get it, though she did not offer a reason why the unidentified group wanted that 
student to be awarded the honor over Samenia.271  While the loss of the title could have been 
because of their sex, it may not have been; years earlier, Samenia’s mother was valedictorian of 
her own graduating class in the same small town.  Rather than overt cases of bias, then, the 
female participants’ discussion of womanhood were based on gender roles/expectations and 
sacrifice.  The male participants acknowledged the specific sacrifices of their mother, but framed 
                                                          
270 Terrell discussed being passed over for a secretarial job in downtown Manhattan, presumably because of 
her race; Sonia discussed maltreatment from a gynecologist. 
 
271 The quotations in this section come from my oral history interviews with Sadie Limes Green, Verna 
Limes Heard, and Terrell Robertson, on September 4, 2014, June 12-13, 2014, and September 15, 2014, 
respectively. 
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them in terms of one woman’s sacrifice for her family rather than situating it within the condition 
of women in general.   
Three of the female participants – Sadie, Verna, and Terrell – discussed successively 
doing much of the child rearing and housework in their youth: while Sadie indicated feeling a 
loss of her childhood because of all of the work she had to do at home; Verna did not indicate 
such remorse, though she acknowledged that she had many responsibilities once Sadie got 
married and left home. Sadie described the amount of responsibilities she endured as a “burden,” 
and noted that she could not refuse or “talk back” to her mother regarding her duties: resisting 
their parents’ wishes was not something that children did in that time period.  Also, while 
multiple siblings testified that their mother was frequently ill, Sadie expressed doubt about 
whether Samenia was actually sickly.  
Terrell testified that after Verna, too, married and left home, the household 
responsibilities were left to her: at the age of eleven, Terrell found herself caring for her two 
baby sisters, Veronica and Sonia.  The girls were her responsibility until she got married and left 
home as well.  Terrell was clear that there was no direct order from Samenia or anyone else 
regarding her duties in the home; rather, when her older sister left, she “just knew” that the 
responsibility of caring for her sisters “fell” to her.  Though Verna’s discussion indicated similar 
feelings, Terrell was clear that she did not consider caring for her sisters a “chore”: she said that 
Veronica and Sonia were “wonderful.”  
There is, of course, a noticeable pattern here of Samenia’s daughters’ being responsible 
for many of the household and childrearing duties, only to be relieved of them through marriage, 
whereupon each sister moved out of state and, eventually, had five or six children of her own. 
The causes for the pattern, however, are not as clear.  Though Sadie testified that an incentive for 
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getting married was escaping the obligations in her mother’s home, Verna did not express a 
similar incentive for leaving; in fact, Verna had intended to remain in New York and go to 
college.  She met her future husband while staying with Sadie to help her with her children and 
soon chose to get married rather than attend nursing school.  Terrell did not discuss the 
circumstances of her getting married, but did note that she got married at nineteen, after 
attending some college.  Sadie and Verna married their husbands at eighteen.  The discussion of 
post-secondary expectations varied: Sadie noted that she and all of her friends got married after 
high school, and that neither the girls nor their parents expressed expectations that they attend 
college after graduating; Verna, who multiple siblings agreed was academically gifted, planned 
to attend nursing school after graduation, but did not; Terrell discussed starting college, but never 
discussed finishing.  
Only Terrell directly associated college attendance with gender when she noted that more 
“men” were attending college than “girls” from her class.  However, it is interesting that Sadie 
noted the expectation that she and her girlfriends get married after high school, rather than 
remaining single and/or finding a job.  Also, Verna quit her academic high school in order to 
attend night school, so that she could work to raise money for nursing school: she did not want to 
place an extra financial burden on her parents, who had to tend to the needs of so many children.  
Though there were variances, Samenia’s three oldest girls’ youths were a combination of 
academic and household duties, with the household duties’ becoming their primary focus soon 
after they graduated high school.  While none indicated that she was explicitly told that she could 
not or should not have academic or career ambitions after high school simply due to her 
sex/gender,272 the sisters’ sex/gender was the clear indicator of the responsibilities they would 
                                                          
272 Terrell testified talking to her father about going into the military.  He responded that she would never 
go into the military, unless she entered the military as an officer, with a college degree. 
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have in the household: none of the boys, after all, had to care for the children, even when they 
still lived at home and were older than the sister doing the caretaking (as was the case with James 
and Sadie; Ervin and Verna; and Ronald, Perry Limes, and Terrell).   
A closer look at other family members’ experiences is instructive as well.  While, as 
mentioned, Samenia’s mother Leola Wilson (portrayed as Lillian in the novella) graduated first 
in her class, there was no mention of her working or schooling outside of the home after that.  
Verna also noted that Samenia was salutatorian for her high school’s first twelfth grade class; 
while Verna assumed that her grandmother graduated from the same school her mother did, she 
knew that the school it did not have a full high school program when Leola attended.  When 
Samenia graduated, she not only refused to follow the desire of her mother and go to medical 
school in the North, but she did not go to college at all.  While the reasons that Samenia did not 
pursue a college education in the South are unclear, Verna did testify that Samenia was nineteen 
and pregnant with James when she married Jero in November, 1931.  When she married, she 
moved into Jero’s mother’s house.  When James was born three months later, she moved back in 
with her parents.  Other than the short period of teaching before Ervin was born, Samenia never 
worked outside of the home.    
Jero’s older sister and oldest daughter’s namesake, Sadie Gay, could have represented 
another way of life for Samenia’s children.  Called “Sister” by the Limes family, the elder Sadie 
was a married domestic worker with no children.  She was a member of the social club that 
threw the parties of Verna’s youth, and took vacation trips with the group throughout the United 
States and Canada.  Already living on 116th Street, she offered to raise the younger Sadie two 
years before Samenia and the children moved up to New York themselves (Jero refused.), and 
ended up housing James throughout his teenage years.  Multiple participants testified that she 
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would provide financial assistance to Samenia and Jero.  While not rich, the elder Sadie could 
have represented a life of independence to which her nieces may not have been exposed 
otherwise.  Similarly, Terrell Wilson could have represented a different way of life for the Limes 
girls as well.  Represented as Doreen Tillman in the novella and Terrell Robertson’s namesake, 
Terrell Wilson was the Limes’ older neighbor that lived across the hall from the family 
throughout their years on 116th Street.  While no relation to Samenia, the elder Terrell and her 
cousin Allen, who lived with her, were treated as part of the Limes family: they were deeply 
involved in the Limes’ home life, with Verna even moving into her neighbors’ home in her 
teenage years to provide more space in her parents’ home.  Though Allen did not work, Terrell 
had a career as a railroad porter before cleaning office buildings for a living.  Like Sadie Gay, 
Terrell Wilson had no children.  While the older Limes girls’ lives did not come to mirror Terrell 
Wilson’s, a close relationship with an outspoken breadwinner and head of household – especially 
one who had performed the respectable and physically demanding work of a porter – may have 
had an impact on how they understood what and who a woman could be. 
Also important in this discussion is Marjorie.  Though a fictional character that never 
directly identifies herself as a woman, Marjorie is reflective of the gay, lesbian, bisexual, 
transgender and queer community that, though more active in the earlier part of the century, was 
still part of life in Harlem at the time of the Limes’ tenure there.  Verna testified that her aunt’s 
club held many of their dances at the Rockland Palace, a Harlem venue well-known for its drag 
shows and its deep connection to the Harlem queer community. 273  In a later phone 
                                                          
273 See “Harlem’s Hidden Gay History: The Rockland Palace Drag Balls,” 
https://gayhistory.wordpress.com/2014/05/27/harlems-hidden-gay-history-the-rockland-palace-drag-balls/, May 24, 
2014; and “Long-Defunct Gay Lodge Given New Life Uptown,” http://www.dnainfo.com/new-
york/20140527/hudson-heights/long-defunct-gay-lodge-given-new-life-uptown, May 27, 2014. 
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conversation,274 Verna told me that James attended events at the Palace specifically to see the 
drag shows.  While the terminology used to describe the regular performers and non-straight 
attendants was horribly offensive,275 the fact that this non-straight group was an acknowledged 
part of the community, that a well-known queer-positive venue continued to exist within 
purportedly straight surroundings, and that the shows of possibly trans-identified performers 
were patronized provides an interesting counterexample to narratives that Black communities are 
generally homo- and transphobic.  
The three female participants also mentioned the policing of the Limes girls’ appearance 
and sexuality; Jero was indicated as being most responsible for the former, Samenia, the latter. 
While already discussed, Jero’s demands regarding the women of his family were extensive: 
gum needed to be chewed discreetly, no “chewing like a cow,” no “popping” the gum; no 
smoking while walking down the street; no runs in stockings; no public drunkenness.  Little girls 
should wear straight skirts so they did not “flare up,” and their hair should always be combed.  
While not an exhaustive list, the main idea with Jero’s requirements is that girls and women 
should conduct themselves as ‘ladies,’ with the class that multiple siblings testified their mother 
had.  Samenia, on the other hand, regulated her girls’ sexual knowledge: the three older girls 
testified that Samenia became visibly angry and/or corporally punished her children when they 
mentioned that someone they knew was pregnant; Verna and Terrell both discussed being called 
“fast” by their mother for reasons that they did not always understand.  Terrell mentions being 
reprimanded by an older sibling for playfully sticking her legs in the air when she was a young 
child.  Also, though the girls were responsible for caring for their mother’s babies, she never told 
                                                          
274 August 20, 2015. 
 
275 In the August 20 discussion, Verna quite hesitantly listed the terms used in her childhood: “Dykes, 
bulldaggers, faggots.” 
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them when she was pregnant: while both Sadie and Verna testified that Verna could detect when 
Samenia was pregnant, her going into labor was a surprise to the rest of the siblings, as well as 
their friends and extended family, as Samenia did not change much physically when she was 
pregnant.  Multiple siblings testified that Samenia only told Jero about her pregnancies.  When 
Sadie told her mother that she wanted to elope, Samenia asked her not to go, but did not tell her 
why.  Sadie left.  Samenia gave birth to my mother fewer than three weeks later.  Sadie did not 
know her mother was pregnant.  Based on her daughter’s accounts, it was not only important to 
Samenia that her unmarried daughters refrained from sexual activity, but that they refrained from 
displaying both the knowledge and anything remotely reminiscent of sexual activity, no matter 
how innocent.  Only one of the male participants discussed any similar instance of sexual 
regulation: Theodore Limes said that, when he was a young child, he happened to mention that 
someone in their building was pregnant within his mother’s hearing.  Samenia angrily asked 
Theodore how he found that out that information.  Theodore, frightened, said that his older sister 
Terrell told him.  Terrell was punished with a spanking.  
While not relayed as particularly restrictive or oppressive by the participants, I wanted to 
use these sections of the novella to highlight the expectations of women throughout Samenia’s 
life and the lives of her daughters.  There was sometimes a definitive choice that had to be made 
between expected gender roles and personal expectations and ambitions (such as with Samenia 
and Verna), but there also could have been broader expectations in place that precluded anything 
but domestic work (such as Leola and the younger Sadie).  At the same time, the participants had 
frequent access to the elder Sadie and Terrell, childless women that lived in proximity of the 
Limes household and actively participated in its well-being.  Finally, while I do know their effect 
on the understandings and agreement about sex and gender in the community, the drag shows 
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that took place in the area were sure to have at least brought these understandings and 
agreements to the fore within households throughout Harlem. As I listened to my aunts’ stories 
and tried to meld them into a single narrative, I knew that I could have easily portrayed their 
experiences as females as oppressed and restricted.  As Black women, I could have discussed 
their position as the lowest rung on the settler colonial social and economic hierarchy:  
dependent on the Black men that determined their survival in society, vulnerable to multiple 
aggressions at every turn.  
That is not how these women portrayed themselves, however.  While Samenia did not 
work outside of the home, every participant was clear about the power she wielded in the home 
as the disciplinarian and as the one that could affect her husband’s moods and behavior.  Though 
some female participants expressed occasional childhood confusion from an extensive list of 
gender do’s and don’t’s, they did not seem to feel restricted or overburdened by it; rather they 
seemed proud that their father had a particular standard for them, that they tried to meet that 
standard, and that their mother was his exemplar, more by dint of her own upbringing than Jero’s 
influence.  These portions of the fiction are examples of narratives that surprised me: where I 
may have seen oppression, these women saw choice; and even if they regretted decisions that 
they made, or relayed Samenia’s regret, they often followed those stories with discussions of 
agency and influence.  While not the tone I expected when it came to these Black women’s 
experiences in the first half of the century, their narratives are interesting in that the female 
participants were not speaking of themselves from a place of oppression, though outsiders could 
have understood them in that way.  Their stories are an important reminder to be aware of how 
we Blacks position ourselves, regardless of the historical or present injustices we encounter. 
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On Being Gifted and Black:  The Ice and the Wave: June 1931; November, 1947 
Hawks: March, 1959 
The New World: June, 1912; October, 1957 
Perhaps the most difficult part of conducting the interviews was when my aunts, uncles 
and mother expressed regret – whether their mother’s or father’s, or their own.  It pained me to 
see people that I held in such high esteem recall that one decision that they could not take back, 
the misstep that caused another, the wrong choice for which they were still making amends.  My 
uncle Perry, eyes to the floor, recalling the stubbornness of his youth; my aunt Sadie, openly 
doubting the wisdom of her elopement.  The silences that were never answered, the apologies 
that were never voiced or heard.  Each participant discussed someone who wished he/she could 
have gone back and changed things.  Similar to the discussions I connected to gender and sex, 
the participants’ discussions of family members unable to reach their full potential were 
preceded by discussions of the individual’s poor or misguided choices. 
Perry’s interview is an example of the agency the participants attributed to themselves 
and others.  All the siblings agreed on Perry’s genius – when he was admitted to Mensa in the 
sixth grade, Perry was reading at a twelfth grade, eight month level and completing math work at 
the level of a two months’ college sophomore.  He was taking calculus at the time.  Multiple 
participants mentioned that Perry did not always like going to elementary school when he was 
small because it bored him. He spoke fondly of his kindergarten teacher, who encouraged him to 
be open to differences and to follow his artistic passion.  In sixth grade, due to the insistence of 
another teacher that was invested in his success – she was the one that had him apply to Mensa – 
Perry entered an accelerated program, where he was to complete three school grades in two 
years.  After his first year in the program, he quit: Perry’s previous Harlem schooling had not 
238 
 
prepared him for the workload he encountered in the accelerated program, and he began to feel 
insecure.  Perry left that program for an honors program in which he felt more comfortable and 
where he was encouraged to attend the more prestigious public high schools of the city.  Perry 
noted that his older siblings – Ervin, Verna, and Ronald in particular – would have excelled at 
one of these schools; they were certainly intelligent enough.  The school counselors in Harlem, 
however, did not encourage their students to attend and – thinking that their students, who were 
mostly Black, were not intelligent enough to go to top four high schools – ushered them toward 
the vocational track. 
Perry’s interview went on in this manner: his discussing an accomplishment (being 
elected class president, graduating at the top of his class, securing an appointment to the Naval 
Academy), only to counter it with what he perceived to be a failure (dealing drugs in high 
school, fleeing New York after the murder of a friend, his decision to go into the Air Force rather 
than the Naval Academy).  The most significant perceived failure was undoubtedly his father’s 
death: while Perry was serving in the Vietnam War, a choice his father opposed, Jero 
unexpectedly died.   
I had not known that my uncle was a certified genius.  I knew nothing of his artistic 
ability: able to do his coursework quickly, Perry’s teachers employed his talents to create 
artwork and posters for the school; when he got older, his neighbors commissioned him to paint 
murals in their apartments.  I knew nothing of his academic ability, or that Jero encouraged him 
to be an engineer or teacher, or that Samenia wanted him to be a medical doctor, just as her 
mother wanted for her.  I also had no idea that Jero derided Perry’s artistic talent, once even 
telling his son, “Only faggots draw.”  I did not know that his mathematical talents benefitted him 
in the drug trade as it did in the classroom.  I had previously been ignorant about these things, 
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but once I learned them, I began to wonder, “What happens to Black genius in the ghetto?”  We 
know the names of famous painters and scientists, writers and inventors.  Adroit statement are 
known for their craft, and architects and photographers are recognized for their skill.  But what 
happens to that skill, talent, and genius when it is contained in communities and people whose 
very beings are considered negligible by dominant society?   
I should note here that I understand “genius” to be quite broad: while it can certainly be 
shown by scoring well on a test meant to quantify intellectual ability, I am skeptical that a 
purportedly objective test can consistently measure the abilities of people that exist as negations 
within the social structures on which the test’s very objectivity and content are based.  Further, 
genius may not reveal itself in a way that is quantifiable, or even recognizable to dominant 
knowledge, particularly if that genius is most evident in an area that is devalued within the 
dominant sphere.  Thus, while Perry would count as a genius because tests said that he is, I do 
not believe that he was the only one in the Limes family, and based on his testimony, neither did 
he. 
Here, I consider Ervin Ferdinand Limes, represented as Lawrence in the novella.  The 
only one of Samenia’s children that was deceased at the time of this study, multiple siblings 
discussed Ervin’s life.  While my mother described her older brother as quirky and “almost 
OCD” in some ways, Sonia relayed that Ervin was one of the most sought-after information 
technology professionals of the late 1960s.  Flourishing in this career, Ervin could easily locate 
ever-better employment opportunities due to his strong professional reputation, and he quickly 
found himself in management positions.  Sonia began calling her older brother “Mister Fine 
Dining,” as he frequently took his youngest sister to five-star restaurants.  Eventually, spousal 
conflicts and the loss of visitation rights with his daughter put in motion an emotional and mental 
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decline in Ervin that caused him to lose his job, to be homeless for a while, and then move in 
with Samenia, with whom he lived until his death.  Unable to return to employment in the insular 
information technology industry, Ervin eventually gained employment as a security guard.  That 
was how I always knew my Uncle Ferdie: as a convention center security guard, where he would 
procure the most interesting items from the shows and bring them back to my nana’s apartment.  
His room was a trove of toys and oddities and knick-knacks that so lined the walls and covered 
the floors that he made a trail from his bedroom door to his bed, which was also covered with 
show items.  Uncle Ferdie slept in the living room. 
I did not know that my uncle was, briefly, one of the top information technology 
professionals in Manhattan.  Nor did I know that he was a Black Belt, or that, before his career in 
information technology, Ervin had served as the personal bodyguard and aide to his military 
general. My uncle Perry told me about these experiences, noting how different his older brother 
was from the shy teenager he had known before Ervin entered the military.  He told me that 
Ervin returned from his time in Japan with a knowledge of music and life that his family did not 
recognize, noting that the military transformed his brother “unbelievably.”  After hearing these 
stories, I thought about Ervin.  I thought about the unrecognized intelligence of his youth, his 
flourishing under military service, his rise to and fall from the heights of the Manhattan 
professional world, and, finally, his being the man I knew: the jolly hoarder that I never saw 
work, who always had some new oddity to show my brother and me from a room that was off-
limits to kids – clanging Baoding balls or delicate, intricate doll furniture; talking, slightly scary 
Laurel and Hardy dolls or shiny new boxing gloves; a Taser, two decades before it became a 
household name, or a clacker that suspended two fist-size marble balls on a thick, white rope.  
He was my weird uncle.  And he was my favorite.  I wondered how much the uncle that I knew 
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and the man that my siblings described was a function of a brilliant mind living in a body and a 
time that only allowed limited brilliance from Black people.  I believe that Ervin’s genius 
manifested itself in ways that were deemed alternately acceptable and unacceptable in the larger 
settler-colonial society: when he directed his brilliance in service of mainstream financial, 
military and technological systems, Ervin was rewarded; when unable or unwilling to do so, the 
rewards were removed, and Ervin was left with what he had before he had begun – low-paid 
work in the service industry and life in the ghetto. 
Here, I also consider Samenia.  While her intelligence was acknowledged by all of her 
children, they also noted that Samenia chose her husband and children over academic or career 
ambitions.  The participants discussed how Samenia assisted them in their elementary 
schoolwork and how, decades after she took her last math course, she was able to help her high 
school-aged children in the higher maths like trigonometry and calculus, even occasionally 
having to go to her child’s school to prove to the teacher that her child did, in fact, know how to 
do the work.  Outside of that, however, no participant mentioned Samenia’s having an outlet 
through which she could express her academic ability.  Their mother read and cooked, attended 
church for a time and became involved in social clubs.  She pushed and encouraged her younger 
children in school.  She mailed reports of their excellent grades to her parents Georgetown and 
sent newspaper clippings of Perry’s accomplishments as well.  For years, she spent Friday nights 
fighting with her husband over his paycheck, assuring that she and her children would continue 
to have a stable home and working utilities before Jero went out to have a good time.  She spent 
time at La Marqueta and Safeway and at Ms. Wilson’s across the hall.  She taught her sons how 
to cook and iron.  And, many days, she lay in bed while Harlem life pushed on without her.   
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While most sibling agreed that their mother was sickly (only a few mentioned a specific 
ailment), my mother, Veronica, believed that there were deeper issues.  In a phone conversation, 
Veronica said of Samenia, “All she had to give she gave to my father.  She sacrificed her life for 
my father.  ‘Cause if she hadn’t married him, she could’ve been anything she wanted.  And to 
spite her mother.  That, too.”276  Veronica’s statement implies not only that Samenia’s dedication 
to Jero was to her own detriment, but that her life was not ‘what she wanted,’ rather it was the 
result of bad choices and revenge.  To Veronica, Samenia’s giving all of herself to her husband 
meant that she had little left to give to her children.  Noting that her mother was “damaged 
emotionally,” my mother said that the siblings helped each other to survive emotionally, adding 
that her two oldest siblings, without the wider-ranging support that the others received, were still 
angry and hurt.  She attributed her own emotional grounding to Verna and Terrell.  She added 
that she and Sonia were “set adrift” when their father died: because the older ones had already 
left home, the girls had to fend for themselves when their mother “shut down” for an entire year 
after Jero’s death.  Veronica acknowledged the peculiar camaraderie she and her siblings shared: 
“We all went through the fire that was Samenia Limes, and we all came out not smelling like 
smoke.” 
Likewise, Sadie and James describe their mother as one who they obeyed and with whom 
they did not share much of a relationship.  Terrell noted that her mother was “very hard” on her, 
and testified that she did not have an open relationship with her mother like she currently has 
with her own daughters.  While Verna acknowledged Samenia’s more abrasive characteristics, 
she did not relay them as negative; she even said that one of her siblings “need the couch” 
                                                          
276 September 1, 2014.  All quotations from this section are from this phone conversation with Veronica, as 
well as my interviews with Perry Limes (June 29-30, 2014), Ronald Limes (June 14, 2014), Terrell Robertson, 
Verna Limes Heard and Sonia Kelly (June 14, 2014). 
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(needed to see a therapist) because of her insistence on bringing up past hurt caused by their 
mother.   
Ronald initially described his mother in near angelic terms: “a good Christian woman,” 
self-sacrificing, non-materialistic.  While he later went on to describe her more human qualities – 
as a no-nonsense disciplinarian, for example – he insisted that Samenia “had the love and she 
gave love.”  He noted the pride she had in her children – “I mean, you, you would think [we] 
were walking on water” – and the dedication she must have had to raise ten children in Harlem 
over twenty-two years, without a single one succumbing to drug addiction or incarceration, and 
with all of them having been “educated to some degree.” 
Sonia, Samenia’s youngest child, contended that maybe all the siblings “didn’t get 
everything they wanted” from Samenia, “but we definitely all got what we needed.”  Sonia had 
little patience for negative talk about Samenia, noting that “[T]here’s so much right about this 
woman and what she gave to us and supported us… so let’s talk about that.”  Sonia went on to 
discuss instances when Samenia sacrificed time and expense to make sure that her children could 
participate in a certain after-school activity or keep up with the latest fashion.  Perry, who Sonia 
said was “sweet on his mother,” described Samenia as a “nurturer” and “provider of support” 
while in her parents’ home.  As an adult raising children in Harlem, Samenia was “mild, but 
could be very feisty,” and was a “great listener,” “very attentive,” and “the biggest sweetheart,” 
and had “the patience of Job.”  She had an impressive memory as well.  Perry gave an example 
of this:  
But Mom [pause] always, she was the one who would pick up the phone, uh 
[pause] “Perry?  You know it’s, uh, such-and-such’s birthday.  You know it’s 
such-and-such’s anniversary.”  Mom knew every birthday and anniversary for all 
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kids – and this is out of her head – all the kids, all their spouses, all the grandkids, 
all the great grandkids and then she knew everybody’s anniversary, and then she 
knew everybody’s phone number and address, because I called up one day asking 
Mom, “I, I can’t find my phone book.  Do you have Ronald’s number?”  She says, 
uh, “Do you want…” and, and, she says, she gave me a number and she says, 
“Oh, wait a minute.  No, that’s the old number. Lemme give you the new 
number,” and she rattled that off, and I went, you know, “Something’s wrong 
here.” 
At first, it seemed like the participants were describing nine different women, with one 
sibling’s descriptions completely opposing another’s.  I wondered, through all of this, where was 
the brilliant woman, the woman who could be anything she wanted to be?   
I believe that she is in all of these stories.  In a settler colonial society that provides 
leisure and access to some while placing expectations of subservience or erasure upon others, 
only a few can afford to or are permitted to concentrate on one particular skill or talent, or to 
allow that skill’s extension to the level of public recognition.  The negation of Black humanity 
makes it quite difficult to recognize Black genius that is not in service to the dominant White 
population, even if that genius is permitted the time and space to be fostered within a specific 
concentration, such as the maths or sciences, arts or literature, technology or mechanics.  Due to 
his race, James, a trained welder, could not find a welding job in the city.  Sadie gave up 
aspirations to play in the orchestra when Jero told her “Black people don’t play violin.”  Whether 
in the home or outside of it, the expectations of what Blackness was and was not, what it could 
and could not be, kept them from the time and space they needed to potentially excel in those 
areas.   
245 
 
This genius is even further confined when contained in a Black body that is itself 
contained within the ghetto, one of the aforementioned areas of internal colonial containment and 
education besides reservations/reserves, prisons, and schools.  Relegated to live there rather than 
anywhere else, inhabitants of the ghetto are constantly reminded of their worth and the worth of 
their community to larger society.  Whether encountering teachers that do not believe in their 
mental abilities, the disrepair of their buildings and streets, or the prevalence of contraband (of 
which other communities partake but do not claim), the child and adult of the ghetto are told that 
they are worth very little as far as their city, state and country are concerned.  They are ignorable, 
disposable.  Even more so for the Black ghetto child and adult: in a country where all Black 
bodies are disposable and Black minds superfluous, a community of poor Black people must 
render an entire geographic area disposable and superfluous.  They are nothings who live 
nowhere.  In her interview, Sonia briefly discussed this idea: while working in the financial 
district as a young adult, Sonia would board the subway with people who worked where she 
worked. Though she understood herself as a working profession just like all those who boarded 
with her, Sonia was, at first, ashamed of getting off at the 116th Street stop, because of what she 
knew her neighborhood represented to people outside of it.  Sonia discussed the stereotype of 
Harlem further when she said 
P:  Harlem was the ghetto….  
It was the ghetto.  It, you know, it was, it was, um [pause] a isolated area and not, 
not just… You had Harlem and, I mean, you had Harlem and you had Spanish 
Harlem, um, but it was, uh, predominately Black, and Spanish Harlem was Puerto 
Rican, or, you know, immigrants from somewhere, and then a little further down 
on the same street – we lived on a Hundred Sixteenth Street – further down on the 
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eastside was Little Italy, you know, where it was mostly, uh, predominantly an 
Italian, um, community, but if you, if you lived in Little Italy, you was just 
Italian… 
 …but if you lived five or six blocks over, you were poor [pause] and you were 
probably poor, uneducated and, and livin’ in…and, and such was obviously not 
the case, um, but, a lot of times, when most people migrated from the south to 
New York, as Dad and Mom did, that’s where you wound up, in Harlem, because 
you’re usually coming to a relative that lives there.  And, and, um [pause] Dad 
and Mom came to my father’s sister, a sister who lived there, so that was home.  
So, um, and it was an infestation of, um, people living from paycheck-to-
paycheck, uh, some much worse off than we were….  
[S]o, um, we had this, um [pause] very [pause] festering, um, drug 
academ…epidemic, which was heroin, and so, um… And then there was 
robberies and, and then there was, uh, people who didn’t attend to their kids and, 
you know, all of that. So it was a stereotype. 
Sonia went on to discuss White flight from Harlem, as well as all of the cultural richness 
of the area of which she took advantage as a child and young adult – exposure to various cultures 
and ethnicities, the ability to visit museum and attend concerts, the proximity of famous venues 
like the Apollo Theatre, as well as a few blocks’ walk to Central and Mt. Morris Parks.  Sonia 
asserted that these things, immediately surrounding her ghetto community, provided a wealth 
that money could not buy.  Still, the settler colonial structure in which she lived told her 
something different: 
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P:  Um [pause] the subway told me that, um [pause] the television told me that, 
um, it, it, it told me that, um [pause] I lived in a cesspool.  And, and that’s, that’s 
when I said where that embarrassment came from is because that’s what society 
said…. 
 “Where you are, where those people are, is, is the gutter,” you know… 
Sonia further testified that the messages made her feel like she was “misplaced” and “lived in a 
place where [she] didn’t really belong.”  Because she enjoyed experiences both inside and 
outside of Harlem she felt “conflicted,” as the “two worlds didn’t… mesh.”  She said of the 
world outside of Harlem: “They didn’t see what we saw or felt [pause] you know, the outside 
world, and the outside world was saying that we were, um, less than human, you know….” 
As my youngest aunt explained the messages she received from broader society about her 
community, she was also able to detail how those messages made her feel: confused about her 
love for a place that she was supposed to despise and fear; displacement because she, as a 
product of that community, was not supposed to have the abilities that she indeed possessed.  
Purported to be negligible someone within a negligible somewhere, Sonia found herself instead 
to be someone that mattered, somewhere that mattered.  How does Black genius function within 
the settler colonial contradiction that is the ghetto? 
While unjust and unfair, such contradiction does not necessarily eliminate Black genius, 
rather its restrictions can cause that genius to shift, to reveal itself in other forms.  I believe that 
Samenia’s life is an example of this.  While I listened to my relatives’ stories about life with 
Samenia, I also heard something else.  I heard about a woman that was pouring her talent into her 
children, strategizing about how to navigate in a neighborhood and country that was becoming 
more drug addicted and violent.  I heard about a woman that, while more academically gifted 
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than some of her children’s teachers, had to humble herself to understand this strange new 
schooling world.  I heard a woman that had to immediately figure out how to survive in a new 
city, and how to guide her children in it as best she could, despite the fear and insecurities she 
was sure to have felt. I heard a woman that had to deftly learn and teach her children about the 
hostile world that predicted and engineered but would not tolerate the Black misstep.   
I also heard a woman who could not handle the world sometimes; on her bad days, the 
world was too hard for her, too unfair, too much.  During those times, she disappeared within the 
recesses of her memory and thought, spiraling into episodes of hurt and remorse – perhaps 
because she could never stop her mind from constantly going, going… even if it went someplace 
bad.  This is the beautiful mind in the ghetto: not tragic, not wasted.  Acted upon, yet active in its 
own right.  Probably not doing what it would have been doing in a different time and place, and 
in a non-Black body, but still absorbing, still acquiring, still imagining, still discovering, still 
solving.  Still working. 
This is not to discredit the trauma that certain participants said they experienced during 
their youth, nor is it meant to tack a happy ending on to what are, in some instances, very ugly 
stories.  It is, however, an opportunity to shift the narrative of genius and Blackness, intelligence 
and community.  When my participant noted that Samenia ‘could have been anything she 
wanted,’ the implication was that she had not done what she wanted in life, though multiple 
participants acknowledged that Samenia willingly married her husband and none noted that she 
ever said she regretted having a family.  The suggestion, however, is that there is something, 
somewhere better for those with particular gifts or talents – not a poor community, or not with 
multiple children, or not while working certain jobs.  Samenia should have been somewhere else, 
doing something else.  She should have been someone else. 
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But such an assertion places all hopes and expectations on a distant somewhere – 
somewhere far from poor Black communities.  Would Samenia’s brilliance have been better 
spent elsewhere?  Samenia did not seem to think so: though all the participants detailed times 
when Samenia was not necessarily happy with her life, none of them testified to her saying that 
she did not want the life that she had.  Samenia’s choices in life were undoubtedly affected by 
her being a Black woman in an anti-Black settler colonial society, but that does not mean that she 
did not live the life she chose.  Each participant discussed the ways that Samenia felt slighted by 
her family – she seemed to have talked about it often.  Her lack of complaining about her own 
life situation, however, may imply an understanding of her own agency: though far from perfect, 
Samenia’s life was her own, and she had chosen it over all other options. While one could easily 
detect genius at an operating or drafting table, perhaps it could also be found on a tenement stoop 
in Junkie’s Paradise, watching over its frolicking children.  Perhaps we would not notice it there, 
amidst the games of hopscotch and double-dutch, past the neighborhood gossips and the winos, 
calling its kids in for dinner.  Perhaps we would not imagine this to be a place where genius 
could thrive.  Perhaps Samenia Limes did. 
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Implications 
 
As I was completing my writing for this study, one statement kept coming to mind: “A 
Kennedy couldn’t even make it out of there alive.”   
In his interview, my uncle Theodore told me that one of Robert Kennedy’s sons, David, 
died from an overdose in Harlem, just a few blocks from the Limes’ old apartment.  Theodore 
testified that Kennedy used to purchase drugs on 116th Street.  I later found that David Kennedy 
had not died in Harlem: David was beaten and robbed in Harlem in 1979, but died of an 
overdose in Florida five years later.  However, Theodore’s misinformation spoke volumes.  The 
Harlem of the Limes siblings’ youth was a place that could be warm and fun and beautiful.  But 
it was also a place that could be hard and dangerous, a place that could eat you alive, and a place 
where even the prestige and privilege of the Kennedy name could not provide protection.  This is 
where Samenia Limes raised ten children – a place of Blacks, a space of negation for the people 
of negation.  A place where the lives and identities of the inhabitants did not matter, except to 
themselves.  This study, focused on how one woman in Harlem learned and taught her children 
about the space of negation, may also teach us new ways to understand the importance of 
kin/community and the Story, both in academic practice and educational policy. 
Misinformation, History, and the Story 
Theodore’s mistaken testimony about David Kennedy hints at the importance that the 
Story can and should have in decolonial academic practice.  As discussed in previous chapters, 
resistance to the general settler colonial institutions that undergird White supremacy – and to 
White supremacy in the academy in particular – involves both listening to and privileging the 
stories of those historically silenced by the academy and other institutions.  In short, we must be 
willing to believe what members of marginalized groups tell us about their own experiences.  
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This may be a problem for many academicians, who have been trained to privilege facts and 
verifiable evidence: What if a participant is lying?  Or wrong?  What if her testimony is based on 
a particular motive, other than revealing the truth as she knows it?   
These questions are certainly worth considering and, as in Theodore’s case, supporting 
evidence about a certain event may be available to verify the accuracy of a narrator’s testimony.  
Such verification may be important in order to better understand the historical context about 
which the participant is speaking.  I do not believe, however, that inaccurate and/or unverifiable 
information inherently negates the veracity of a testimony.  In a country whose institutions have 
historically created and perpetuated false information about marginalized groups in order to 
justify and maintain White supremacy, it is not always possible to verify the testimonies of 
members of these groups: documents lie or disappear or never existed; the official report reflects 
the interests of the dominant ones.  While it may be unreasonable to dismiss historical records in 
this country because they buoy up the project of Western settler colonialism, it is equally 
unreasonable to pretend that they do not, and because they do, the decolonial researcher 
understands the importance of believing what our participant has to say about his own life.   
Does that mean that I believe David Kennedy actually died in Harlem, rather than a 
Florida hotel?  No.  I believe that the detail the 1980s newspapers provided about Kennedy’s 
death is accurate.  However, I also believe what Theodore was telling me about his community 
as he relayed his inaccurate detail: the Harlem of his teenage years was teeming with heroin; that 
privileged kids were as involved with the dissolution of his community as were the dealers from 
his block; that the streets did not care about your name or pedigree when they killed you; that 
none of this was right or fair.  Here, the importance of the Story outweighs its details.277  As I 
                                                          
277 Portelli expounds upon this sentiment and should be quoted at length:  “Oral sources are credible but 
with a different credibility.  The importance of oral testimony may lie not in its adherence to fact, but rather in its 
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listened to nine different participants explain the details of their lives and the lives of their 
parents, grandparents, aunts and uncles, I assumed that they would get some things wrong. 
Human memories, after all, are not infallible.  But I knew what they would get right: the story 
that they told themselves about their lives and the lives of those they knew and loved; the 
narrative that they used to understand all that happened to them, even if they did not clearly 
remember the particulars.  It was those stories that I wanted to know, and it was those stories that 
I attempted to pull into a single narrative, so that I could better understand them myself.   
This shift in focus from the minutiae to the larger idea may prove important to decolonial 
researchers, particularly those interested in historical narratives.  If, as mentioned in previous 
chapters, the academic field of history represents one form of storytelling about the past, and if 
the academy in which the field finds its support is itself situated within the Western colonial 
enterprise, it follows that historical documents, study and research are suffused by practices that 
both undergird and take Western White supremacy for granted.  In short, conventional historical 
research takes the story the West tells about itself for granted.  In order to resist this practice, the 
decolonial researcher must seek out the stories that the West has said do not matter and listen to 
what they are telling us, past the particulars.  After all, the West has done the opposite of this, 
ignoring the testimonies of marginalized people, creating documents to oppress them and then 
using those same documents as proof of Western dominance – the very documents that the 
academic field of history uses to prove its own veracity.278 
                                                          
departure from it, as imagination, symbolism, and desire emerge.  Therefore, there are no ‘false’ oral sources.  Once 
we have checked their factual credibility with all the established criteria of philological criticism and factual 
verification which are required by all types of sources anyway, the diversity of oral history consists in the fact that 
‘wrong’ statements are still psychologically ‘true’ and that this truth may be equally important as factually reliable 
accounts.” Portelli, “What Makes Oral History Different,” 37.  Author’s emphasis. 
 
278 Portelli also questions the supposed superiority of the written document over orality when he notes that 
“[v]ery often, written documents are only the uncontrolled transmission of unidentified oral sources…. The passage 
from these oral ‘ur-sources’ to the written document is often the result of processes which have no scientific 
253 
 
Community and Kin 
In the same way that privileging the Story may lead to new research practice, 
involvement of kin and community may lead to new understandings of accountability and 
ownership in research.  To traditional academic practice, kinship/community work may seem 
like ‘cheating’: it is not objective enough; accessing participants the researcher already knows 
may seem too easy; the researcher may be all too eager to skew her data or the results due to her 
relationship with the participants.  Questions of interest (self, conflict of) and ethics are faced by 
researchers in general, however, not just those that intentionally work with kin and community.   
While a decolonial researcher should work to navigate these issues in ways that best 
honors the integrity of their own work and that of the participants, the value of doing this work 
may far outweigh the potential problems associated with it.  By gathering information from a 
researcher’s own marginalized kinship network and/or community, engaging it in the research 
process, and sharing accountability for the result, the researcher opposes the hundreds-years long 
academic practice of taking from repressed communities – their knowledge, materials, space and 
bodies – without benefitting the communities themselves.  It resists the academy’s practice of 
neglecting to ask the communities what they need (or whether it should be interfering in the 
community at all) and simply deciding what is best for them.  It makes sure that the story the 
academy relays is one that is agreed upon by those both in and outside of it, and that its telling 
benefits the teller as much as the hearer. 
 
 
                                                          
credibility and are frequently heavy with class bias…. Indeed, this problem [the distortion of faulty memory 
normally attributed to oral sources] exists for many written documents, which are usually written some time after the 
events to which they refer, and often by nonparticipants.” Ibid., 37. 
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Land/Space 
While land and the things that grow on it – trees, crops, animals – were not discussed in 
the oral history interviews, the participants frequently brought up the environment in which they 
lived – the buildings, the sidewalks, the street, the block.  As previously discussed, the United 
States’ history of Indigenous land theft and Black dispossession prevents me from speaking 
about a land area in terms of ownership, no matter how different the Land may appear from the 
eras before Western colonization.  Thus, I cannot speak in Harlem in terms of possession: the 
neighborhood where my aunts and uncles and mother grew up was not a Black neighborhood 
because it is ‘owned’ by the people that live there.  The Black Harlemites have not more right to 
the land than any non-Indigenous group that has traversed the area since the European 
colonization of it.  Rather, I call this neighborhood Black because of the people that resided in it, 
people of negation, pushed there by circumstance or by desperation, hiding from a society that 
could use, reject, or kill them without consequence. A discussion of Blacks and land access and 
rights necessitates a discussion of Indigenous American access and rights over that same land, 
and both discussions are out of the scope of this section.   The importance of “the block” in the 
lives of my participants, however, highlights the importance of Space to the participants, even if 
they rarely talked about the Land itself.  This discussion of Space is important, because while it 
could refer to the physicality of places and things, it could also refer to the value of a space due 
to what or who occupies it. Multiple Black bodies in an area do not automatically make it a 
Black area, but the expectation of Black presence, its permanence, and its effect (real or 
imagined) within a space determines how Black it truly is.  Based on my participants’ 
testimonies, the expectation of Black presence also determines how much governing bodies will 
neglect the area and how much the area will become – because of dominant disinvestment – 
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proof of the very pathologies that purportedly plague the Black communities.  The working-class 
neighborhood was filled with domestic workers and janitors, stay-at-home mothers and menial 
level employees. The participants, especially the younger ones, acknowledged the growth of 
drug trade and abuse in their neighborhood, while I grew up hearing stories about the rats and 
bedbugs that plagued the tenement inhabitants.  My grandparents’ apartment looked onto a trash-
filled alley and many school administrators doubted their students’ potential.  Harlem seemed a 
dismal place, but my participants recalled multiple memories about the old neighborhood that 
would make them smile, with most of them testifying that those years of their youth in Harlem 
were great ones.  But why?   
The answer lay in what that Harlem block represented to my participants: to them, that 
small piece of New York represented family, a tight-knit community where everybody knew 
everybody and a neighbor could “snatch you up” if he/she saw you doing wrong on the street.  It 
was a place where the kindergarten teacher would say, pleased, “I got another Limes” at the 
beginning of every other school year.  It was a place where families intermingled, where two 
longtime friends surreptitiously planned their son’s and daughter’s marriage years in the future, 
where the little girl that was sitting on the stoop a decade ago would grow up to become your 
wife. It was a place that was a part of you, and you a part of it.  It was where you belonged. 
This is not the narrative that I had long heard about Harlem, or about Black urban 
communities in general.  While my participants’ stories of impoverishment and drug use in their 
community took place decades ago, those stories rival anything we would hear today.  My 
participants do not deny this; but it was also very clear that they loved their neighborhood.  They 
noted that there were hard times, but there were good times, too. While mainstream discussions 
of the Black and urban occur in terms that strike fear in the hearts of the listener, my 
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participants’ testimonies remind us that there are positives aspects of places that are often 
represented as negative, particularly Black spaces.  If stories have a purpose, as I mentioned 
above, the story of the Black urban neighborhood as inherently dangerous, drug-ridden, crime-
filled, and violent may have statistics to support it; however, as my narrators note, their 116th 
Street neighborhood was also a community, caring for and respecting its own, and addressing its 
own problems.  This is not the story that we have been told about Black urban places and spaces.   
 
The implications of these differing narratives are important.  While I am not interested in 
changing a specific law or policy that is in place, I do hope this study can help shift the narrative 
that educational research and the schooling community employ to discuss poor, urban Black 
youth.  Typically discussed from a place of deficit, poor, Black children are still not understood 
as possessing their own supportive communities and agency.  Though these communities and 
agencies may not fit academicians’ and administrators’ understanding, the support and agency 
exist and are just as valid as those that exist in richer, White communities.  In fact, my 
participants have shown the importance that family structure and community connection in the 
community members’ own efforts to survive in a hostile, anti-Black society.  Here, the success of 
survival may not look like what we would expect: from offering a junkie a hot shower and meal 
(the addicted neighbor eventually ended up kicking the habit) to acknowledging that you love the 
streets, but love your family more (Theodore went on to become successful in construction and 
development).  We would not expect a man with an elementary school education to be such an 
avid reader that he inspired a love of reading in his own children; nor would we expect a middle 
class, light-skinned girl from Black Georgetown privilege to hunker down and raise ten children 
in a rat-infested Harlem tenement.  We would not expect brilliance to come from that place at all, 
much less its manifestation: rather than in a way the dominant structure would recognize and 
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acknowledge, the brilliance of Samenia Limes shone through her children, children that she 
taught through example and Story, about how to navigate a world that tried to use up Black 
people, no matter their class.   
While not a doctor or math professor, composer or painter, Samenia’s greatest work, her 
very intentional masterpiece, was her children.  We accept an artist’s bouts with depression and 
anger, insecurity and rage as part of his complex mind – why not the same for a housewife trying 
to keep her children from disappearing into the streets of Harlem?  Why not for a woman that 
had to daily walk the fine line of partnering herself with and protecting her children from the 
community?  She and Jero created a close-knit, supportive family, garnering support from both 
near and far for the sake of her children.  The bond that they fostered still exists today.  As 
Ronald noted, “The Limes name is clean in Harlem” – an amazing feat in a community riddled 
by drugs and plagued by impoverishment.  And while it is the type of feat that would typically 
go unacknowledged in academia, it is important because it reminds us that the very things that 
we in educational research and schools say that the urban, poor, non-White student may need – 
strong community network/investment, supportive home life – may already exist, but not in ways 
that the researcher, administrator, or teacher may recognize.  Giftedness and talent may already 
be there, despite our inability to notice it.  We may have a classroom full of masterpieces, but 
only understand them based on what they lack… and what we think we can provide them. 
With this study, I ask that those of us interested in history, schooling, and practice – 
particularly in terms of resisting the settler colonial structure – would take just as careful a look 
at the social and institutional context in which we find ourselves as we do purportedly 
disadvantaged Black communities.  What are people in those communities doing to remind 
themselves of their own humanity that others are not?  How do they teach their children that they 
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exist when their world tells them they do not?  How do they resist the slaveability that has been 
assigned to them?  Then, most importantly: what can we learn from these practices in order to 
resist the dominant structure that requires slaveability, negation and erasure in order to survive?  
How can we use our understandings of these practices to work together with these communities 
to dismantle a system that oppresses all of us?  How can we incorporate these understandings to 
affirm the humanity of all students, regardless of race and class, and how can we incorporate 
these understandings to better serve Black, poor, urban students in particular?   
Answering these questions will be hard work, but possible work.  Promising.  As we 
build the relationships to work on them, let us not forget the people that are using their gifts in 
ways that we may not even see.  Let us not forget the prodigy on the block, the genius on the 
stoop. 
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Appendix A 
 
Excerpt regarding Oral Histories from the Georgia State University’s Institutional Review Board 
Policies and Procedures for Faculty, Staff, and Student Researchers, 23-24. 
 
3.6 ORAL HISTORIES  
The purpose of oral histories is to preserve primary source information about the past to be used 
by others.  Oral history is a method of gathering and preserving historical information that is 
authentic, useful, and reliable. It is done by recording interviews with subjects about people, 
places, or events in their lives in the form of recollections, reminiscences, and memories of the 
subject about their past as requested and recorded by an interviewer.  Oral histories are primary 
sources recorded in the person's own words with no interpretation, analysis or aggregation by 
another person.  A decision whether oral history or other activities solely consisting of open-
ended qualitative type interviews are subject to the policies and regulations outlined in an 
institution’s Federal Wide Assurance  
24  
(FWA) and HHS regulations for the protection of human research subjects (45 CFR 46) is based 
on the prospective intent of the investigator and the definition of “research” in 45 CFR 46: “a 
systematic investigation, including research development, testing and evaluation, designed to 
develop or contribute to generalizable knowledge.”  
Specifically, for GSU researchers, the evaluation of such activities hinges upon whether the 
person is engaged in the creation of “generalizable knowledge” that is, whether the activity 
represents a systematic investigation intended to develop or contribute to generalizable 
knowledge. Oral history documents specific historical events through the individual perspective 
of the narrator, and thus in general is not designed to contribute to generalizable knowledge and 
should not be considered “human subjects research.” Questions as to whether any particular oral 
history projects involve “human subjects research” should be addressed to the GSU IRB 
Compliance Office. 
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Appendix B 
 
 
Informed Consent for the Recording of 
Samenia Limes’ Academic Life History, 
toward Completion of Dissertation, Kelly Limes-Taylor Henderson 
 
1.  You are being asked to participate in initial and follow-up interviews in connection with an 
oral history research project for Kelly Limes-Taylor Henderson’s dissertation research.  Your 
participation is voluntary.  You will be asked about the life of Samenia Limes, as well as your 
life experiences in connection to hers.     
2.  This and subsequent interviews may be audiotaped.  In the interviews, you will be identified 
by name.  You will also be identified by name in any transcript (whether verbatim or edited) of 
such interview.      
3.  The initial interview will be approximately two hours, and subsequent or follow-up interviews 
may be required over the phone.  This consent form extends to this and subsequent phone 
interviews. You will receive no payment for participation in this research, but you will receive a 
copy of any audio recording on CD and a hard copy of the transcript for your records.    
4.  A deed of gift (release form) will not be offered for signature at this time. The deed of gift 
will be presented upon receipt of the interview CD and transcript by September, 2014.  By 
signing this consent form you, understand that, between the date of the interview and the date 
that you sign the deed of gift, the interview content is the shared property of you and Kelly 
Limes-Taylor Henderson.   
5. By signing this consent, you are agreeing that Kelly Limes-Taylor Henderson may transcribe 
your interview, make copies of the interview audio and transcript to send to you, and discuss 
generalities of the interview (major themes, connection with her own research) with the 
academic community.  She will not publish any portion of your interview or submit it to an 
archives for storage and research purposes until you have (a) reviewed your interview transcript, 
(b) formally submitted your request (if any) to restrict portions of the interview, and (c) signed 
the release form.  
6.  Upon receipt of your copy of your interview audio and transcript, you will have one 
opportunity to request that portions be deleted and/or restrict their use (i.e., while you may not 
want a particular portion of your interview to be deleted, you do not want that portion to be 
published). The request will have a due date.  If the request is submitted on or before that due 
date, Kelly Limes-Taylor Henderson will delete any portion of the interview transcript that you 
request, and she must adhere to your use restrictions.    
7.  The original interview audio recordings and hard copies of transcripts will be stored in a 
secure location at the residence or office of Kelly Limes-Taylor Henderson, a password-
protected computer, and a separate digital storage device. The originals audio transcript will be 
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labeled with the interviewee’s name and interview date.  An edited copy of the interview 
transcript will be sent to the interviewee if he/she requests any portion of the interview to be 
deleted. If an interviewee has requested deletion of interview portions and then chooses to 
release his/her interview to an archives, the archives will receive only the edited transcript.  If no 
deletion request was made, the archives will receive a copy of both the interview audio and 
transcript. 
8.  If you have questions about the research project or procedures, you can contact Kelly Limes-
Taylor Henderson at PO Box 950, Luquillo, PR 00773 or via e-mail at k.limestaylor@gmail.com 
or klimestaylor1@student.gsu.edu.  
 
In consideration of all of the above, I give my consent to participate in this research study.  I will 
be given a copy of this informed consent to keep for my records.    
 
Interviewee Signature:      Today’s Date: 
 ___________________________________________   ________________     
Interviewee Name: 
____________________________________________              
 
Interviewee Address:        Interviewee Phone number: 
_______________________________________             _______________________         
_______________________________________                       
_______________________________________   
 
 
Researcher Signature  
_____________________________________________________ 
Kelly J. Limes-Taylor Henderson 
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Appendix C 
 
Table 3: Jeffersonian Method Transcription Conventions279 
 
IR Interviewer 
IE Interviewee 
(really) unclear words spoken, best guess 
( ) unclear words spoken, inaudible 
(( )) transcriber’s description 
[ 
[ 
two speakers’ talk overlaps at this point 
= no interval between turns (‘latching’) 
? interrogative intonation 
(2.0) paused timed in seconds 
(.) small untimed pause 
we::ll prolonged syllable or sound 
why emphasis or stressed word or syllable 
REALLY words spoken noticeably louder than surrounding talk 
◦yes◦ words spoken noticeably softer than surrounding talk 
<I have to go> words spoken noticeably faster than surrounding talk 
heh heh laughter syllables 
fun(h)ny words spoken laughingly 
.hhh in-breath 
hhh. out-breath 
↑ upward rise in intonation 
↓ downward fall in intonation 
                                                          
279 Roulston, Reflective Interviewing, 185. 
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Appendix D 
 
Hi, Aunt Terrell! 
 
It's been almost a year since we've done our interview for my oral history project, and I'm so 
thankful that you were able to do it!  After all this time, most of the family's transcriptions are 
done. In order to facilitate the review process, I've created a Dropbox folder for each of you. In 
the folder, I upload the individual interview and transcript. You should be receiving an invitation 
to a shared Dropbox folder shortly.  Because it's so important to me that I get your words right, I 
wanted to make sure that each family member has the opportunity to review both the tape and 
transcript and edit as he/she sees fit. 
 
When you are able to accept the Dropbox invitation and open the folder, please review the 
transcript and highlight any portions that you would like to be edited from the final transcripts 
over the next few weeks. I will check in with you in about a month regarding any questions or 
concerns you may have.  
 
Talk to you soon! 
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Appendix E 
November, 2014 
I called my Uncle Ronald in November, five months after we recorded our interview.  
The transcriptionist had sent me the transcript for review, and after I had completed my edits, I 
asked my uncle to review it. It had been over a month since I put the transcript in our shared 
Dropbox folder, and I wanted to check on his progress.  There was no rush – I knew there was 
going to be a frenzied period of writing, but that period hadn’t come, yet.  Still, it had been over 
a month. 
We exchanged the initial pleasantries.  I could not go straight to the point of the call 
immediately, of course.  Such directness was perhaps acceptable in business conducted between 
strangers, but not in business with family.  Uncle Ronald was not only a man that had known me 
from infancy, but a man who, thanks to both my literal and physical distance from him as I grew 
up, I grown up admiring from afar.  He always seemed so poised, so refined.  During a childhood 
visit to his expansive Long Island home, I was enthralled by Uncle Ronald’s laughter, by the 
alcohol on his breath, and by the way he seemed to float between friends and family, Puerto 
Ricans and New Yorkers, all to the music of Marvin Gaye and Grover Washington and others 
that my mother used to play back when life was better and made more sense.  I was eleven and, 
for the first time, recognized myself as quite poor and unsophisticated against such a smooth and 
urbane backdrop.  Rather than shame, I felt pride that someone like me could be related to 
someone like him. 
That was over twenty years ago, and though it was hard for me to get star-struck by 
anyone anymore, I remembered my Uncle Ronald’s presence in my imaginary – living, breathing 
proof that I was something more than what I was, that it was in my blood.  My respect for that 
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presence came in the form of a discussion about the weather in Virginia and Puerto Rico, the 
willingness to share a chuckle about polar vortexes and toes in the sand.  We discussed 
Thanksgiving plans first, and then moved into some issues he was having with his computer 
browser.  I offered suggestions, quickly realizing how absurd I must have sounded, explaining 
the internet to one of New York’s top IT professionals in the 1970s and 1980s.  When we finally 
broached the subject of the transcripts themselves, my uncle hesitated a little.  He was worried 
that there was a point in the interview where he may have sounded condescending when 
discussing the role that he played in our extended family, and his indication that he had a college 
education while some of his siblings did not may send the wrong message.  One that he never 
intended to send.   
I assured him that I never got that impression during our interview, and that I doubted the 
siblings would either, but he should feel free to redact whatever portion of the transcript that he 
needed.  I told him that his project belonged to all of us and was important to all of us, and it was 
important for all of us to feel good about it, including him.  I recognized myself again as an 
outsider as he and I closed our conversation, but in a different way than I felt as a child: though I 
had recorded hours and hours of my mother’s, aunts’, and uncles’ stories about my grandmother, 
grandfather, and each other, I could never be one of them.  I would never truly insert myself in 
their past, no matter my efforts to reconstruct it, and I would never know every facet of every 
motive, every recounting, every memory.  I would never be a part of this story that I was trying 
to record and retell, and as someone that never lived it, each of my grandmother’s children was 
entrusting me with his/her story, sans collusion with the other “sibs.”  Such lack of agreement 
over the story of their shared past meant that they could inadvertently hurt each other with words 
unchecked by an older sister’s brash interruption or a younger brother’s well-timed quip.  I did 
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not know what could not have or should not have been said; I just asked questions and recorded 
their answers.  I deeply cared, but did not truly know what damage I could be causing with this 
project, how a sister’s words could hurt a brother, what disagreements could ensue over their 
varied memories of my grandmother. 
My uncle may have heard the mixture of conviction and ignorance in my reassurance.  
His response of “Okay, okay,” was polite, but doubtful.  I knew that his siblings were some of 
the most important people in the world to him, but I knew little about any deep-seeded 
resentments, long-cooled feuds, regrets over not loving each other better.  I was being given 
stories – his, my mother’s, their siblings’ – because I was their child, but it was a great trust.  
They were making themselves vulnerable, digging up memories long buried, and were both 
proud of their history and wary of its retelling.  I could hear the catch in my uncle’s voice, his 
desire to tell me his story and his wondering what I would do with it.  I remembered my uncle of 
over two decades ago, doing a little dance to the soul music in his den, his laughing with friends 
and relatives, some now long-dead, to the clink of ice-filled glasses and beer cans.  I remember 
him – easy.   
I listened to his voice now: small, uneasy. Afraid at hurting the people he loved. Afraid of 
the ways that technologies can make unintended weapons permanent.  Afraid of me. 
I wanted to tell him that I would never hurt the family with this project, that each of my 
grandmother’s children are larger than life to me, that it was my honor to do interview them and 
write about their lives. But I knew that there were things that I did not know, and that, regardless 
of their member-checking or my careful questioning, a word or phrase could hurt the very people 
for whom I only felt respect and wanted to please.    
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Perhaps I was projecting a bit, perhaps my uncle’s uncertainty had more to do with 
concern over his own words rather than a lack of confidence in me.  But as we said our 
goodbyes, I wondered how I could hold these stories that have been entrusted to me, if I could 
ever do them justice. 
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Appendix F 
Email correspondence from Sonia Kelly to Kelly Limes-Taylor Henderson, April 4, 2013: 
Hi Kelly - I listened to my transcript and read the novella.  I'll start with the transcript and 
answer your questions below: 
The transcript was fine.  I think my recollection was fluid (not all over the place) and 
your questions were those of a skilled interviewer.  I am completely comfortable with my 
transcript as is.  If you need me to elaborate or anything, just let me know. 
In response to questions below: 
1.  If you use real names, then it should be an accurate account of what happened, not 
fictionalization.  However, I enjoyed reading our first names but noticed mom's maiden name is 
a fictional name.  Also, you refer to Ronald as Ronnie (under Sept 1953).  Your mom was 
Ronnie and Ronald was either Ron or Ronald. 
2.  Characters do seem real and of course, I know them. 
3.  I don't know if this fall under "improvement" or not but albeit fictional, I found two 
things a little disturbing: 1) Mina's mother came across as an abusive parent; and 2) Mina hated 
being a mother to so many kids and didn't take care for them.  I'm not asking you to change 
anything but since it is fictionally based on mom's life, that was hard to read because it's so far 
from the truth.   And you and my siblings are ok with it, I'll accept your decision. 
4.  I believe the part "hit the ground, and under it" should go before September 
1953.   When Clarissa was taking Mina to the cab, you referred to Mina as Iman (lol).  It's hard 
for me to read without an editing eye - just my background but I'm sure when it's finalized you'll 
catch everything. 
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The novella is very impressive.  I can't wait to see the next few sections.  I hope you will 
share. 
Love you! 
 
From Kelly to Sonia, April 4, 2014: 
Thanks for your input, Aunt Sonia.  It's quite helpful.  I have no problem with your 
editor's eye!  It helps me out a lot! 
Also, it's funny that you mentioned the names, as I just made the decision earlier today to 
change all of the names.  It feel more comfortable to me that way.  Mina will stay as Mina, but 
your names will be changed. 
Finally, regarding your concern about Nana's depiction:   
While there are certain people and events that are completely fictionalized (i.e., the 
conductor and Clarissa and their backstories), the stories that are based on real people are based 
on actual stories or representations that I gathered from the family's oral history interviews.   
I'm very sorry that my depiction of Nana so far is hard to read, but I'm working hard to 
honor the variety of representations that I was given of Nana.  What I hope you'll see at the end 
of this project is a competent depiction of that variety of representations -- a few ugly, the rest 
beautiful, but all representations that her children relayed to me as truth.   
I'm actually working with the issuething regarding Jero, and Nana's parents -- not only 
balancing what the siblings have said about them (which varies), but also what you all said Nana 
said about them (which varies, as well)!   
I hope to be finishing up with the transcriptions and getting more into the fiction writing 
as the Spring closes.  I will make sure that I'm sending drafts out, so that I can get more input 
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from you all over the course of the writing. As you see the writing progresses, please let me 
know if there are things that just really make you uncomfortable.  Honoring the family, in the 
end, is one of the most important parts of this process for me, and I wouldn't feel right going 
forward with it if any of you have fundamental issues with the final product. 
Love you, too, and I look forward to sending out the next pieces! 
 
Sonia’s Response, April 4, 2013: 
Thanks Kel - go forth and be creative.  I honor you and bless this project.  Thanks for 
including us and giving us the opportunity to review your work 
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Appendix G 
I echoed the laughter on the other end of the phone line.  I looked down at my notes.  
Behind me, the wind played in the trees, and birds called to each other from their branches.  
Though definitely not state-of-the-art, the low whir of the cassette player in front of me indicated 
that the phone interview was being recorded as planned.  My participant was doing most of the 
talking, with only an occasional clarifying question from me.  It was the perfect interviewing 
experience.  Then, while closing a sentence, my participant offhandedly said, “… ‘cause your 
mom’s crazy, you know.”   
My echoed laughter was a weaker this time.  The comment was related to the wider 
narrative the participant was relaying, and though I do not remember what the story was, I know 
I could find out if I needed:  my transcriptions and recordings would easily reveal what exactly 
we were discussing.  What I do clearly remember, however, was the pang in my heart, how I felt 
both like a traitor and a confidant as I laughed at my participant’s quip about the woman that 
birthed and raised me.   
This was not the first time that one of my participants had something negative to say 
about my mother, whether on and off the record.  Typically, it is rare that a participant would 
have anything at all to say about a researcher’s family, much less anything negative.  But 
because my dissertation work was an academic life history of my deceased grandmother, my 
participants were my aunts, uncles and, of course, my mother. There were ample opportunities 
for atypical interview sessions. 
 
I interviewed my mother first, as I spoke with her more frequently than my aunts and 
uncles, and felt most comfortable making any ‘first-timer’ mistakes with her.  After her 
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interview, I went on to interview my mother’s eight living siblings, some of whom I had not 
spoken with for at least seven years.  The years of missed communication seemed to melt away 
within the first moments of each interview, however, and I often felt that our kinship influenced 
my aunts’ and uncles’ informal and conversational tones.  It also allowed for a meandering from 
one topic to another.   We would talk about my grandmother, then we would talk about my 
grandfather.  We would talk about the military and the old neighborhood, technology and 
friendship.  We would talk about marriage and death.  We would talk about learning the world in 
the classroom, in the family home and on the streets.  We would talk about my grandmother’s 
children.  We would talk about my mother.  
Sometimes, talk of my mother was in line with talk of any other person in my extended 
family’s self-generated story: in relation to events, employment or school attendance; in lists of 
lineage, of who was living where when.  Other times, talk of my mother was more like gossip – 
relayed with judgment but not meanness, in a way that was biting but brief, and followed by 
laughter, indicating that the comment was shared between two people who knew the subject of 
the talk very well and loved the person anyway.  Our ability to talk about others in this way 
suggested a shared bond between my aunts and uncles and me, even when this talk included 
comments about my mother outside a narrative arc.  I soon noticed a theme when my mother was 
mentioned, however quickly: they called her crazy, they said they did not understand some of her 
life choices.  Not dozens of times, but not just one time, either.  Enough for me to notice. 
There was one protracted discussion of my mother.  I had just completed an extensive 
interviewing session with one of my participants, and we sat down to have some tea.  After 
discussing other family matters, our conversation turned to occasions of neglect and mental and 
physical abuse that I had both experienced and witnessed as a child. Even today, my memory of 
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some of those episodes is fuzzy, though I remember other contemporary, more innocuous events 
just fine. That day, after the interview, I believed what my participant told me about my past, and 
assumed that I had buried those parts of my life deep into my memory decades ago, so deep that 
I could not find them.  So deep that I could live and not feel damaged.  During that quiet summer 
afternoon, my relative/participant had unwittingly and abruptly unearthed my buried trauma, 
while blaming my mother for the fact that it existed at all.  Suddenly burdened and hurt by this 
new knowledge, I blamed my mother, too. 
That discussion put a halt to my research for a week or two.  I was angry with my mother.  
I cried for the memories that my own research had inadvertently brought me.  On some days, I 
called my best friend so that she could listen to me rail against my younger years and the woman 
that birthed me.  On others, my wife held me while I mourned my familial past, the very thing 
that I had so blithely began researching just a few months before. 
 
The revelations about my childhood, peripheral to my actual research focus, were not my 
only moments of mourning while working on this project.  As I collected more and more 
information about my grandmother, a woman that I never really knew during her living years, I 
was also responsible for an ever-growing collection of her children’s stories, those of my mother, 
aunts and uncles.  There were stories of good times – of tricks played on older and younger 
siblings, of athletic prowess and artistic genius, of shy first love and persistent devotion.  But 
there were other stories: stories of regret and sadness; stories of bitterness and rage; stories of 
abuse, of intentional forgetting.  Holding these stories would have been emotionally and 
mentally taxing had my participants been strangers.  The fact that they were family made my 
work even harder.  When one participant heaved a deep sigh, followed by “I don’t know, Kelly. I 
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just don’t know,” my heart sank.  I heard my aunts’ and uncles’ voices crack at childhood 
memories – events that happened fifty, sixty and seventy years ago – and I was shaken by the 
realization that pain sometimes never goes away.  This realization hit even harder when I heard 
stories of my grandmother, who fought and survived battles that I could only know second- or 
third-hand, whether from her children that watched her go through them or from the same 
children that heard the battle stories from her.   I wanted to save them.  I wanted to fight for 
them.  Soon, I even wanted to fight for my mother. 
After I interviewed most of her siblings and over a month after dealing with the 
revelations about my own past, I had an interview follow-up discussion with my mother.  (I did 
not plan to discuss what I had been told about my own life, and I did not; by that time, I saw no 
benefit in rehashing events that she and I had never discussed before.  Besides, we had only 
recently gotten back on good terms after my coming out as queer a few years before.  No need to 
re-rock the proverbial boat.)  Our phone conversation began as a conventional follow-up: after 
some pleasantries, I asked my mother some questions about specific dates or events she had 
mentioned.  Then, after a reference to the home life of her youth, my mother began crying about 
her past with her own mother, but in a different way than I had cried about my past with mine.  
Unlike my own, my mother’s memories remained buried: she mourned vestiges, but not clear 
images; she cried for how the stories made her feel, though she could not recount the stories 
themselves.  By that time, I had heard six very different versions of what type of woman my 
grandmother was, ranging from a near-angelic exemplar of a mother to a completely self-
absorbed and neglectful parent.  Regardless of the version that was relayed to me, each 
participant loved my grandmother still, and loved her fiercely.  My mother was no exception: 
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though my mother clearly blamed my grandmother for the trauma of her younger years, she was 
in love with that woman.  She adored the ghost that haunted her, even after all this time.   
When our conversation ended, I put down the phone.  My heart and my mind were heavy 
– heavy with the pain that mothers pass down to daughters, and of the daughter’s desperate need 
for her mother, a mother who is a desperate, needing daughter herself.   I cried for my mother, 
because, for the first time, I saw her as a daughter that needed her mother, just like I had needed 
her, and just like my grandmother needed my great-grandmother.  I visualized a long line of 
running women, each sobbing, scrambling after and reaching for the woman immediately ahead 
of her, each ignoring the one grasping at her from behind.  My great-grandmother.  My 
grandmother.  My mother.  Me.  My daughter. 
I forgave. 
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Appendix H 
 
Figure 2.  A Wilson Family Tree 
291 
 
 
Figure 3.  A Limes Family Tree 
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Appendix I 
 
 
Figure 4.  Photograph of the Limes siblings taken July, 2015 by Aurea Bracero-Limes. 
 
Pictured from left: Theodore (T.J.) Limes, Perry Limes, Ronald Limes, Sadie Limes Green, 
James (Rocky) Limes, Verna Limes Heard, Terrell Robertson, Veronica Limes, Sonia Kelly.   
